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ABSTRACT

This thesis develops a theory that explains why special operations
succeed. The theory is important because successful special operations &efy
conventional wisdom. ‘Special operations forces are usually numerically
inferior to the enemy and generally these forces are attacking fortified
positions. According to Carl Von Clausewitz, both of these factors should spell
defeat, and yet, time and again - these missiors succeed. This thesis presents
eight historical cases and demonstrates how certain principles of special
operations can be combined to achieve relative superiority. Relative superiority
is the condition that exists when a smaller force gains a decisive advantage over
a larger or well defended enemy. It is how special operations forces achieve
this decis;ive advantage that explains their success. In essence, special
operations forces gain that advantage when they have a simple plan, carefully
concealed, realistically rehearsed and executed with surprise, speed and
pu-pose. This advantage is tenuous however, and is subject to the frictions of
war, Through the use of a Relative Superiority Graph, this thesis demonstrates
how, historically, that advantag: has been maintained and in the conclusions

proposes mission "profiles" that reduce the frictions of war and hasten the

achievement of relative superiority.
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L. THE THEORY OF SPECIAL OPERATIONS

A. INTRODUCTION

In the realm of military literature, there is much written on the theory of
war, ranging from Herman Kahn’'s thinking about the unthinkable, on the
nuclear end of the spectrum, to Liddel Hart’s indirect warfare on the
conventional end. There are theories of war escalation and war termination,
theories of revolution and counterrevolution, and theories of insurgency and
counterinsurgency. There are general air power and sea power theories, and
more specific theories on strategic bombing and amphibious warfare,
Nowhere, however, is there a theory of special operations.!

Why is a theory of special operations important? A successful special
operation mission defies conventional wisdom by using a small force to defeat
a much larger or well entrenched opponent. This thesis develops a theory of

special operations which explains why this phenomenon occurs. 1 will

! For theories on warfare see the following: on nuclear war, Herman Kahn's, On
Thermonuclear Wat, (Princeton, 1960); on war escalation/termination, Fred Charles
Ikle, Ev War Must (New York, 1991); theories of revolution and
counterrevolution, Chalmers Johnson, Revolutionary Change, (Stanford, 1982);
insurgency and counterinsurgency, Nathan Leites and Charles Wolf, Jr.,, Rebellion and

mn_hmnmnn_cqnﬂm (Rand, 1970), and Larry E.

mg_mg_ﬂﬂmm_wu, (New Yrk, 1986); air power theory, Guilio Douhet, Ihg
Command of the Air, (New York, 1942); sea power theory, Alfred Thayer Mahan, The
(Boston, 1890); strategic bombing, Lee

Kennett, A History of Strategic Bombing, (New York, 1982); theory of amphibious
warfare, Jeter A. Isely and Philip A. Crowl, The U.S, Matine

Its Theory and Practice in the Pacific (Princeton, 1951).




demonstrate that through the use of certain principles of special operations, a '
small force can achieve relative superiority over the enemy.* Relative
superiority can be defined as a condition that exists when an attacking force,
generally smaller, gains a decisive advantage over a larger or well defended
enemy. Once relative superiority is achieved, the attacking force is no longer
at a disadvantage and has the initiative to exploit the enemy’s weaknesses and
secure victory. Although gaining relative superiority doesn’t guarantee success
- it is necessary for success. If we can determine, prior to an operation, the
best way to achieve relative superiority, then we can tailor special operation’s
planning and preparation to improve nur chances of victory. Through the use

of eight case studies I will show how the theory can be applied in combat

operations. .

B. THE SCOPE OF THE THESIS
To develop a theory of special operations I had to first limit the scope of
the problem. This required developing the following refined definition of a

special operation mission:

* Relative superiority, as it applies to the theory of special operations, should not
be confused with Clausewitz’s relative superiority, which is defined by the
concentration of superior strength at the geographically decisive point in a battle.




A special operation is conducted by forces specially trained, equipped,
and supported for a specific target whose destruction, elimination, or in
the case of hostages, the rescue of, is a political or military imperative.?
This definition is not consistent with official Joint Doctrine which broadly
defines special operations io include psychological operations, civil affairs and
reconnaissance. The eight combat operations, analyzed to identify the
principles of special operations and to develop the theory, are closely aligned
to what joint Pub 3-05 defines as a direct action miission. Unlike a direct action
mission, however, these eight special operations were always on a strategic or
operational level and had the advantage of virtually unlimited resources and
national level intelligence.! The refined definition aiso implies that special

operations can be conducted by "non-special operations" personnel, such as

those airman who conducted Dolittle’s raid on Tokyo or the submariners

* The Doctrine for Joint Special Operations, (currently promulgated as TEST PUB
JOINT PUB 3-05) defines Special Operations as, "Operations conducted by specially
organized, trained, and equipped military and paramilitary forces to achieve military,
political, economic, or psychological objectives by unconventional military means in
hostile, denied, or politically sensitive areas. These operations are conducted during
peacetime competition, conflict, and war, independent or in coordination with
operations of conventional, non-special operations forces. Politico-military
crnsiderations frequently shape special operations, requiring clandestine, covert, or
low visibility techniques and oversight at the national level. Special operations differ
from conventional operations in the degree of physical and political risk, operational
techniques, modes of employment, independence from friendly support, and
dependence on detailed operational intelligence and indigenous assets."

' Joint Pub 3-05 states that direct action missions are "designed to achieve specific,
well defined, and often time-sensitive results or strategic, operational, or critical
tactical sig, .ificance." They involve attacks on critical targets, interdictions or critical
Line of Communications, location, capture, of recovery of personnel or material or the
seizure, destruction, or neutralization of critical facilities.




involved in the raid on the German battleship TIRPITZ. Although I believe ‘
the Theory of Special Operations, as presented in this thesis, is applicable
across the spectrum of special operations, as defined by Joint Pub 3-05, it was
developed solely from those missions contained within. All usage of the term

special operations, henceforth, will adhere to this refined definition.

C. WHY ARE SPECIAL OPERATIONS UNIQUE?

All special operations are conducted against fortified positions, whether
that position be a battleship surrounded by antitorpedo net (the British midget
submarine raid on the TIRPITZ), a mountain retreat guarded by Italian troops
(Skorzeny’s rescue of Mussolini), a POW camp (Ranger raid on Cabanatuan,
U.S. Special Forces raid on Son Tay) or a hijacked airliner (Genﬁan antiterrorist .
unit (GSG-9) hostage rescue in Mogadishi). These fortified positions reflect
situations i_nvolving defensive warfare on the part of the enemy.

Carl von Clausewitz in his book On War noted:

The de‘ensive form of warfare is intrinsically stronger than the offense.’
[It} contributes resisting power, the ability to preserve and protect oneself.
Thus, the defense generally has a negative aim, that of resisting the
enemy’s will..if we are to mount an offensive to impose our will, we

must develop enough force to overcome the inherent superiority of the
enemy’s defense.®

5 Carl Von Clausewitz, On War, edited and translated by Michael Howard and
Peter Paret (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976) 358.

¢ Department of the Navy, FMFM 1, 1989, 24.



Clausewitz’s theory of war states that to defeat "the stronger form of warfare"
an Army’s best weapon is superior numbers.

In this sense superiority of numbers admittedly is the most important factor

in the outcome of an engagement, so long as it is great enough to

counterbalance all other contributing circumstances. It thus follows that

as many troops as possible should be brought into the engagement at the

decisive point.
No soldier would al'gue‘the benefit of superior numbers, but if it were "the
most important factor," how could 69 German commandos defeat a Belgian
force of 750 soldiers protected by the largest, most extensive fortress of its time
-- the fort at Eben Emael? How can a special operation’s force that has the
disadvantage of attacking the stronger form of warfare and has inferior

numbers gain relative superiority over the enemy? To understand this paradox,

is to understand special operations.

D. REL;\TIVE SUPERIORITY

Relative superiority is a concept crucial to the Theory of Special Operations.
The value of understanding relative superiority lies in the concept’s ability to
illustrate what positive forces influence the success of a mission, and equally
important, to see how the frictions of war affect the achievement of that goal.
This section will define the three basic properties of relative superiority and

describe how those properties are revealed in combat.

" .bid., Clausewitz, 194. (Emphasis added)




Relative superiority is the pivotal soment in an engagement. For example,
in WWII when the German's attacked the Belgium fort at Eben Emael, they
achieved a decisive advantage over the enemy, relative superiority, within five
minutes of the initial engagement by wsing gliders and shape charges to gain
surprise, and speed to subdue the enemy quickly. Although the Belgians
fought for another 24 hours, the battle hinged on the first few moments and the
outcome of the engagement virtually assured.

In some cases, the pivotal moment comes before actual combat. In 1943,

the British modified an old destroyer, the HMS CAMPBELTOWN, filled it with .

four and a quarter tons of explosives, covered it with armor plating, sailed it
across the channel and rammed it into the German held dry dock at St. Nazaire,

France. This action rendered the dry dock useless for the remainder of the war.

Although the Gerinan defenses surrounding St. Nazaire were the heaviest on

the Atlantié, once the CAMPBELTOWN managed to reack the outer harbor of
the port (two miles from thé dry dock), the Germans could not stop her. At
this point, which was prior to actual hostilities, relative superiority vsas
achieved. The point at which relative superiority is achieved is also frequently
the point of greatest risk. Like defenses around a target, the cioser the
attacking force gets, the tougher the defenses become. However, once you

overcome the last obstacle the probability of success strongly outweighs the

probability of failure and relative swperiority is achieved.

\




Once relative superiority is achieved, it must be sustained in order to
guarantee victory. In an effort to rescue the Italian dictator, Benito Mussolini,
SS Captain Otto Skorzeny conducted a glider assault on an Italian stronghold
on top of Gran Sasso peak in the Apennines mountains. Within four minutes
of landing, Skorzeny had stormed the hotel hideout and had Mussolini in his
custody. At this point he achieved relative superiority, however, before the
mission was successful, Skorzeny still had to extract Mussolini from the
mountain top and ensure the dictator's safe return to Rome. This interim
period between grabbing Mussolini and mission completion, required
sustaining relative superiority. This was accomplished through boldness on
Skorzeny’s part ard by reinforcing the small commando force with
conventional troops. |

The ability to sustain relative superiority frequently requires the
intewenﬁo;l of the moral factors (courage, intellect, boldness, and
perseverance). For example, during World War II, Lieutenant Luigi Durand de
la Penne, an Italian frogman, clandestinely entered Alexandria Harbor aboard
a manned torpedo. He and his second diver overcame an antisubmarine net,
depth charges, picket boats, pier security and an antitorpedo net to reach the
British battleship HMS VALIANT. All that was left to do was place his
explosives on the hull and the mission would be successful. Unfortunately, as
De la Penne dove the manned torpedo under the VALIANT, the submersible

gained ballast and sank into the mud and De la Penne’s second diver lost




consciousness and floated to the surface. Although physically exhausted from
the long dive and freezing from the cold water seeping into his dry suit, De la
Penne spent the next forty minutes moving the torpedo into position under the
VALIANT. Only through this tremendous perseverance and courage (two of
the four moral factors) was De la Penne able to sustain relative superiority and
complete the mission.

If relative superiority is lost, it is difficult to regain. When the
CAMPBELTOWN rammed the dry dock at St. Nazaire, the plan called for
eighty commandos aboard to disembark and destroy a variety of targets around
the port facility. Although the commandos achieved a distinct tactical
advantage when they rammed the dry dock and surprised the Germans; as they
attempted to destroy their targets ashore, German sailox;s and soldiers
intervened slowing the commandos progress. After thirty minutes ashore, the
CAMPBEL&‘OWN commandos were overwhelmed by German reinforcements
and lost relative superiority. The engagement lasted another two hours, but the
British, because of their numerical inferiority, were never able to regain the
advantage. Eventually the commandos were forced to surrender. An inherent
weakness in special forces is their lack of firepower relative to a large
conventional force. Consequently when they lose relative superiority, they lose
the initiative, and the stronger form of warfare generally prevails.

The key to a special operatinns mission is to gain relative superiority early

in the engagement. The longer an engagement continues the more likely the




will of the enemy and chance and uncertainty, the frictions of war, will effect
the outcome. In each of the eight case studies, the concept of relative
superiority will be portrayed through the use of a Relative Superiority Graph.
The graph illustrates how achieving relative superiority is affected by the
positive and negative factors of war. Additionally, the graph provides a visual
demonstration of the three properties of relative superiority: the pivotal
moment can be seen as a dramatic rise in the Probability of Mission
Completion; sustaining relative superiority is a gradual rise from the pivotal
moment to Mission Completion; and a decisive drop in the Probability of

Mission Completion shows a loss of relative superiority. Figure 1-1 is a

representative Relative Superiority Graph.
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Figure 1-1. Sample Relative Superdority Graph.
The X-axis is Time, the Y-axis is Probability of Mission Completion. The
intersection of the axis is the Point of Vulnerability (PV). The Point of
Vulnerability is defined, as the point in a mission when the attacking force
reaches the enemy’s first line of defenses. At this point, the frictions of war
(chance, uncertainty and the will of the enemy) will begin to impinge upon the
success of the engagement. This Point of Vulnerability is somewhat arbitrary,
and the exact location can be debated. Is it when the gliders launch from the

base, or when they are in flight, or when they are making their final approach?

10




Is it when the midget submarines enter Norwegian waters, or when they first
. encounter German defenses? Although the frictions of "war" can effect a
mission even in the planning phase, I have elected to define the Point of
Vulnerability as an aspect of the engagement phase.
The Area of Vulnerability (AV) is a function of mission completion over
time. The longer it takes to reach relative superiority the greater will be the
Area of Vulnerability, and hence the greater the impact of the frictions of war.
The graph also shows the critical events leading up to relative superiority and
when the mission was completed.
Although there are factors in war over which we have little control, the
Theory of Special Operations shows that there are six principles, which can be
‘ "controlled," and have an effect on relative superiority. |

E. THE SIX PRINCIPLES OF SPECIAL OPERATIONS

The six principles of special operations presented in this section -
simplicity, security, repetition, surprise, speed and purpose -- were derived
from an analysis of eight historical cases. These principles dominated every

successful mission. If one of these principles were overlooked, disregarded or

* Initially, the cases were compared to the United States Army’s "Principles of
War" as defined in the Doctrine for Joint Special Operations. After careful
examination of these cases some of the "Principles of War" were eliminated or
modified to more accurately reflect their relationship to a special operation. The
Army’s principles include; Objective, Offensive, Mass, Economy of Force, Maneaver,
Unity of Command, Security, Surprise, and Simplicity.

@ .




bypassed, there was invariably a failure of some magnitude. It is these
principles that allowed special operations forces to achieve relative superiority.
Can large forces use these principles to gain relative superiority? No! Relative
superiority is strictly the purview of small forces. This is not to imply that
large forces cannot gain some element of surprise or use speed to achieve their
goals, but, gaining relative superiority requires proper integration all six
principles. By virtue of their size, it is difficult for large forces to develop a
simple plan, keep their movements concealed, conduct detailed full dress
rehearsals (down to the individual soldiers level), gain tactical surprise and
speed on target, and motivate all the soldiers in the unit to a single goal.
Clausewitz states the obvious when he says, "The greater the magnitude of any
event, the wider the range of forces and circumstances that effect it" Large
forces are more susceptible to the fricions of war. The Principles of Special
Operauons-work, because they seek to reduce warfare to its simplest level, and
thereby limit the negative effects of chance and uncertainty.

To achieve relative superiority, the practitioner of special operations must
take account of the principles in the three phases of an operation; planning,
preparation, and execution. Each principle is interconnected and relies on the
others for support. For example, if a plan is not simple, it will be difficult to

conceal the operation’s intent, and even more difficult to rehearse. And, if the

’ Ibid., Clausewitz, 159.




. operation is difficult to conceal and rehearse, it will be near impossible to
execute with surprise, speed and purpose.

The Holloway Commission’s Rescue Mission Report, which reviewed the
failed attempt to rescue hostage from Teheran in 1980, shows how the
principles of simplicity, security and repetition are related. The rescue mission
was aborted when, due to unforseen circumstances, there were insufficient
helicopters to continue the operation. The report noted, however, that by
adding additional helicopters it would have increased the level of difficulty
which "would (have) result(ed) in an unnecessary increase in the OPSEC
tisk."® The report continued:

OPSEC considerations mitigated against such a [full scale] rehearsal and,
while the review group recognized the inherent risk in bringing all the
. forces together in the western US training site, the possible security
disadvantages of such a rehearsal seem to be outweighed by the
advantages to be gained...."!
The correla.tion between simplicity, security, and repetition is clear; if a plan
is complex it will require extraordinary security, and an overabundance of
security hinders effective preparation.
In the preparation phase, proper security and constant repetition have a

direct impact on the attacking force’s ability to gain surprise and speed in the

execution phase, Clausewitz in his discussion on surprise says, that "Surprise

% The Holloway Commission, Rescue Mission Report, August 1980, 58.
1 1bid.,, 59.
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will never be achieved under lax conditions [poor security] and conduct."?
Good security ensures that conditions, in the preparation phase, remain "tight"
to prevent the enemy from gaining a disastrous advantage.

Constant repetition, as manifested in training and premission renearsals,
is the link between the principle of simplicity in the planning phase, and the
principles of surprise and speed in the execution phase. For example, LtCol
Herbert Zehnder, the pilot of the HH-3 who flew from Thailand to Son Tay,
North Vietnam had the difficult task of landing in the POW camp’s small
courtyard. It was considered essential to make this "controlled crash” in the
courtyard in order to gain a few seconds of surprise. Initially, this maneuver
was considered too difficult, but after hundreds of flying hours and a dozen
rehearsals the difficult landing became easier and surprlsé was achieved.
Constant repetiion made the task of landing in a confined area easier and
thereby imi)roved the opportunity for gaining surprise.

Constant, realistic rehearsals will improve the attacking force’s ability to
quickly execute the mission, particularly under combat conditions. John
Lorimer, a crewman on the midget submarine which damaged the battleship
TIRPITZ said, "If you are going to do anything dangerous, the best way to

accomplish it is to train, train, train, so that in the excitement of the situation

2 1bid., Clausewitz, 198.




you do the thing automatically."® Repetition, by its very nature, imnproves

. speed on target. .

The last of the six principles is purpose. A sense of purpose, namely the
understanding of the mission’s objectives and a personal commitment to see
those objectives achieved, is vital to achieving relative superiority. Although
the principle of purpose is most apparent in the execution phase, all the phases
must focus on the purpose of the mission. Knowing the purpose of the
mission will reduce the extraneous objectives, isolate the intelligence required,
tailor OPSEC requirements, focus the rehearsals, and in combat, ensure the
efforts of the commander or individual soldier ar> centered on what is
important -- the mission.

. All of the previous examples illustrate the relationship between the
planning, preparation, and execution phases of a mission and demonstrate the
synergistic-nature of the six principles of special operations. The Special
Operation’s Model shown in Figure 1-2 depicts the Principles of Special

Operations as an inverted pyramid.

¥ Thomas Gallager, The X-Craft Rald (New York: Harcourt Brace Javanovich,
1969), 20.




A simple pian, carefully oconoeaied, repoatedly and realiatioally rehearsed,
and awouted with surpriss, speed and purposes.

THE SPECIAL OPERATION'S MODEL

Figure 1-2.
The blocks within the pyramid can be "constructed" to achieve relative
superiority. Although gaining relative superiority over the enemy is essential to
success -- it is not a guarantee. The success of the mission, like the inverted
pyramid, is precariously balanced on a slender apex. It requires the moral
factors of courage, intellect, boldness and perseverance to support the pyramid
and prevent the frictions of war from toppling it and causing defeat. This
model is not a prescription for success on the battlefield, it is only a tool to help

the reader analyze the historical cases and understand the relationship between
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the principles of special operations and relative superiority. This model also
reflects the Theory of Special Operations. It éraphica]ly represents the idea
that Special Operations Forces succeed, in spite of their numerical inferiority,
when they are able to gain relative superiority through the use of a simple plan,
carefully concealed, repeatedly and realistically rehearsed, and executed with
surprise, speed and purpose. Failure results when the frictions of war
overcome the moral factors. Now let's define the six principles and
demonstrate how they are manifested in combat.
1. SIMPLICITY

Simplicity is the most crucial, and yet sometimes the most difficult
principle, with which to comply. How does one make a plan simple? There
are three elements of simplicity critical to success: limiting the number of
objectives; good intelligence; and innovation.

The political or military situation dictates the strategic or operational
objectives of the mission, but the planners generally have the lati*:'le to
determine the tactical objectives as long as the two objectives coincide.
Therefore it is essential to limit the number of tactical objectives to only those
that are vital. For example, at the outset of WWII, Hitler ordered German
commandos to seize the Belgium fort at Eben Emael to prevent the fort’s 75mm
and 120mm guns from destroying the nearby bridges ind engaging the
advancing German Panzer Division. Although there were twenty casematcs

(each with two to three guns) the Germans attacked only nine casemates. The
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remaining eleven casemates were aimed south and not a threat to the northern

bridges or the Panzers.

Conversely, while planning for the raid on St. Nazaire the British
identified the Normandie dry dock as the "principle objective” with the South
Lock gates and any accessible U-boats as the secondary and tertiary targets."
However, as planning progressed the total number of major targets grew to
eleven. By increasing the number of objectives from three to eleven the assault
foice was required to add 50 more soldiers and over 200 naval support
personnel. Additionally, ten extra assault craft were added, more training was
required and the tactics had to be modified to accommodate these changes.
Limiting the objectives to only what is essential focuses the training, limits the

number of personnel required, reduces the time on target and decreases the

number of "moving parts."

Good intelligence is a second element which is needed to develop
a simple plan. Good intelligence simplifies a plan by reducing the unknown
factors and the number of variables that must be considered. While preparing
to rescue hostage from the Entebbe airport, Israeli intelligence personnel were
able to determine the number of terrorists and Ugandan guards, their

weaponry, and their general disposiion. This information allowed the

¥ The Controller of His Britannic Majesty’s Stationery Office, Combined
ions: fici o (New York: The MacMillan

Company, 1943), 72.
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commander of the raid force, BGEN Shomron, to reduce the size of his force
to only what was necessai’y. This dramaticaily improved command and control
and was essential to success. Prior to the raid on the fortress at Eben Emael,
- the Germans obtained engineering plans that provide a detailed description of
the fort's emeigency exits. If even a small portion of the 750 Belgians inside
the fort escaped, they could overwhelm the small German force. Armed with
this knowledge the glidermen, upon landing, quickly destroyed the emergency
exits and eliminated the Belgian’s capability to counterattack.

'There will, however, always be "gaps" in the intelligence. The
midget submarine crew which attacked the German battleship TIRPITZ did not
»k.qow how far the antitorpedo net extended below the v/ater. At Son Tay, the
v+ s did not know exactly how many POV/s there were, or h.ow many enemy
guards were inside the camp. In both cases the operators heeded the words of
Clausewitz;

Many intelligence repoits in war are contradictory; even more are false
and nost are uncertain. What one can reasonably ask of an officer is that
he should possess a standard of judgement...He should be guided by the
laws of probability,

The submarine crew was prepared to cut through the net "assuming"

that it extended to the seabed 120 feet down. Intelligence analysts studying the

Son Tay camp projected the number of POWs and guards based on the number

¥ Ibid,, Clausewitz, 183, (Emphasis added)
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and size of the buildings. Hoth uni*s built their plan around what was
reascnable to expect.

The third element that contributes to simplicity is innovation.

Innovation simplifies a pian by helping to avoid or eliminate obstacles which
would otherwise compromise surprise and/or complicate the rapid execution ut
the mission. Innovation is normally manifested in new technology, but it is
also the application of unconventional tactics. The fort at Eben Emael was
thirty miles from the German border. If surprise were compromised the
Belgians would have had ample time to destroy ‘he bridges crucial to the
German advance. Airborne troops were unable to carry the heavy ordnance
needed to &estmy the casemates and parachute delivery would have produced
too wide a troop dispeision. Hitler ordered General Kurt Stuldent to develop ‘
a gliderborne aesault force to seize the fort. Although gliders were not a new
technology; it was the first use of gliders during combat and surprised the
Belgians long enough to allow the Germans to destroy the guns covering the
bildge:.

While training for the raid on the Son Tay prisoner of war camp in
Notth Vietnam, Army Special Forces personnel had difficulty engaging targets
at night. Even under the best of circumstances "the accuracy of firing at night

was roughly 35 percent."** Improving the accuracy was considered crucial to

' LtGen Leroy J. Manor interviewed by Dr. John Parton and Major Dick
Meadows on 23 February 1988, 8.




the rapid execution of the mission. Within a week of identifying the problem
Special Forces personnel found a commercially available low light scope and
the accuracy rose to 95%.

In every case either new technology or innovative tactics were used
to assist the assault element in reaching the objective and then quickly and
effectively eliminating the enemy. Gliders, midget submarines, manned
torpedoes, Forward Looking Infared (FLIR) equipped C-130E, and modified
destroyers were all new or innovative technology specially designed or
configﬁred to defeat enemy defenses and achieve surprise. Shape charges, Bren
guns, special demolitions, low light scopes, flashbang grenades, and night
vision devices (NVDs) were paramount to achieving speed on target.

Although the three elements of simplicity have thehl' greatest impact
during the execution phase, they must be identified early to help craft the plan

and make {t as simple as possible.

2. SECURITY
The purpose of "tight" security is to prevent the enemy from gaining
an unfair advantage through foreknowledge of the impending attack.
However, the nature of special operations is to attack a fortified position. It
naturally follows, whether in war time or peace, that the enemy is "prepared”
for an attack. Therefore it is not so much the impending mission that must be

concealed, but the timing and to a lesser degree the means of insertion. For
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example, the students who seized the American Embassy in Teheran were
expecting the United States to attempt a rescue. They had covered the open
area with long wooden stakes to prevent the landing of helicopter or airborne
forces. The battleship TIRPITZ, although securely nestled 60 miles up the
Soroy Sound in Norway was protected with antisubmarine nets, antitorpedo
nets and antiswimmer devices to counter any subsurface attack. The four
terrorists aboard Lufthansa Flight LH181 knew that both Germany and Israel
had counterterrorist units capable of quickly assaulting an airliner. The
terrorists were armed with automatic weapons and grenades and could easily
have prevented GSG-9 from entering the Boeing 737. In most of the historical
cases the enemy personnel at the targets were adequately prepared to defend
themselves against just the type of attack that occurred. Nevertheless, the
assaults were mainly successful. Why? Security prevented the enemy from
knowing tl-\e time, and in some cases, the method of the attack. Security,
although frequently pervasive on the part of the special forces personnel, did
not prevent the enemy from preparing for an assault. Good special operations
succeed in spite of defensive preparation on the part of the enemy. Security,
however, is not a trivial matter. Security should be as tight as possible,
provided it does not unduly impede the preparation or execution of the
operation. Security is important in achieving relative superiority because it
prevents the enemy from gaining an unexpected advantage. A prevailing reason

for the success of special operations is the ability of the attacking force to know



what defenses the enemy has prepared. A failed security effort could result in

. the enemy preparing a surprise of his own and subsequently preempting the
attack or reducing the speed on target, both of which wouvld dramatically
reduce the possibility of achieving relative superiority.

3. KEPETITION
Routine, apart from its sheer inevitability, also contains one positive
advantage. Constant practice leads to brisk, precise, and reliable
leadership, reducing natural friction and easing the working of t h e
machine. In short routine will be more frequent and indispensable, the
lower the level of action.”
Clausewitz
In the preparation phase, repetition, like routine, is indispensable in
‘ eliminating the barriers to success. When the Air Foice Task Group, involved
in the Son Tay raid, first attempted to fly the UH-1H in formation with the C-
130, they f;iund flying in such a tight formation so difficult that it was not
within the "capability of the average Army aviator." After hundreds of hours
of flying the same profile, however, "the tactics of drafting with the.. UH-1H
[were] proven and [could be] applied in future plans."®

General Joshua Shani, the lead C-130 pilot on the Entebbe raid had

only one opportunity to rehearse his short field landing prior to the mission,

7 Ibid., Clausewitz, 153,

*  Commander JCS Joint Contingency Task Group, Report on The Son Tay
Prisoner of War Rescue Operation, Part I, 1970, E-61, E-54.
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but to Shani it was not an issue, he said, "I had done hundreds of short field .

landings, they. are part of basic training...it was routine."”
Certain combat units, such as counterterrorist teams, strategic

bombers, SEAL Delivery Vehicle Teams, perform standard mission profiles as

a "matter of routine." This routine hones those tactical skills to such a degree

that it allows quick reaction to a threat (provided that threat fits within the

standard scenario for which the unit has been practicing.) Most special

operations, however, vary enough from the standard scenario that new

equipment and tactics must be brought to bear on the problem. When this

occurs it is essential to conduct at least one, preferably two, full dress

rehearsals prior to the mission. The plan that sounded "simple" on paper must

now be put to the test. | .
The need for a full dress rehearsal is borne out ime and again by

those missi-ons (or aspects of missions) that failed during the rehearsal or were

not rehearsed and failed during the actual mission. For example, while
rehearsing for the raid on St. Nazaire, dozens of British commandos were
"killed" by the Home Guard force when they tried to come ashore from motor
launches. Although individual off load training was conducted numerous
times without incident; when the commandos tried to "put it all together" at a

night time rehearsal, they found landing all the troops at once was significantly

¥ General Joshua Shani interviewed by CDR William McRaven, Tape recording,
Washington D.C., 28 January 1993,




more difficult. This was presumed to be an isolated training incident and it
‘ was assumed that during the real operation the commandos would "make do."
On the actual raid 169 men were killed, most coming ashore from the motor
launches.
The British had 18 months to prepare for the attack on the German
battleship TIRPITZ. The mission called for the small dry submersibles, the X-
Craft, to be towed for eight days across the North Atlantic by conventional
submarines. Towing was particularly taxing on the crews and therefore was
only conducted for short durations during the rehearsals. On the actual towing
operation the manila tow line broke and one X-craft sank with the loss of all
aboard and one other was disabled beyond repair. Admiral Godfrey Place
. (Commanding Officer of X-7) commented, "If only we had to@ed the boats [X-
Craft] for the full eight days we might have known that the manila lines would
break.? i{epeﬂﬁon hones individual and unit skills, while full dress
rehearsals unmask weaknesses in the plan, but both are essential to success on

the battlefield.

® RADM Godfrey Place, VC, interviewed by CDR William McRaven, Tape
recording, Sherborne, Dorset, England, 18 June 1992. There were two types of line
used; manila and nylon. Because the manila line had not been tested for the full
eight days there was no way of knowing it would part under actual conditions.
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4. SURPRISE

The Doctrine for Joint Special Operations states that surprise is the
ability to "Strike the enemy at a time or place, or in a manner, for which he is
unprepared."® Yet, in all the special operations examined, the enemy was
entirely prepared to counter an offensive action. For example, at the Belgian
fortress of Eben Emael antiaircraft guns were positioned on top of the fort to
prevent an airborne assault; the port facility of St. Nazaire was ringed with
shore batteries and spotlights to prevent British ships from sailing undetected
up the Loire tiver; the German battleship TIRPITZ and the British battleships
HMS QUEEN ELIZABETH and HMS VALIANT were surrounded by
antisubmarine and antitorpedo nets; North Vietnam had one of the densest air
defense system in the world; Benito Mussolini was gunrdea by 250 Italian
soldiers, the POWs in Cabanatuan by 225 Japanese; and the airport at Entebbe,
Uganda wa; surrounded by 100 Ugandan soldiers with two battalions close by.
The enemy, in each of these cases, was prepared to prevent an assault on their
position and yet, surptrise was achieved in all instances.

Special operations forces do not generally have the luxury of
attacking the enemy when, or where, he is unprepared. Such forces must attack
in spite of enemy preparation. Surprise means catching the enemy off guard.

This subtle difference is not mere semantics. Like two boxers in a ring, each

 Ibid., Doctrine for Joint Special Operations, E-5.




is prepared to parry the other fighter's punches, but even with preparation,
punches are landed. In a special operation surprise is gained through
deception, timing, and taking advantage of the enemy’s vulnerabilities.

Deception, when it works, either redirects the enemy’s attention
away from the attacking force, or delays the enemy’s response long enough for
surprise to be gained at the crucial moment. For example, during the raid on
Son Tay, the Navy’s Carrder Task Force 77, conducted a three carrier
diversionary strike which "served to deny the enemy the option of
concentrating his attention (on the) true and primary mission."® This
diversion was highly successful and allowed the heliborne raid force to
penetrate North Vietnam’s air defense and land undetected in the POW camp.
Deception that redirects attention can be risky, and when it ﬁils to gain the
appropriate response, it is usually disastrous. At St. Nazaire, the Royal Air
Force was ordered to bomb the port city to redirect the German’s attention
away from the small armada of boats sneaking up the Loire river.
Unfortunately, the air raid served only to heighten the German’s alert posture
and make complete surprise unattainable.

Although redirected deception worked well for the Son Tay raiders,
in special operations, deception is best used to delay action by the enemy. For

example, when the Israelis assaulted Entebbe airport, they used a Mercedes

2 Ibid., Report on Son Tay POW Rescue Operation, iv.
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sedan, similar to the one driven by Ugandan dignitaries, to momentarily delay ‘
action by the Ugandan guards. When Skorzeny landed at Gran Sasso tc rescue
Mussolini, he brought along a high ranking Italian general. Skorzeny believed
that the Italian general’s "mere presence would probably serve to create certain
confusion .. a sort of hesitation which would prevent them form resisting
immediately or from assassinating the Duce."® Skorzeny’s assumption proved
correct and the additional confusion provided Skorzeny time to reach
Mussolini. As several of the cases demonstrate, deception can be a useful tool
in gaining surprise, but over reliance on deception should be avoided, and it
is usually better to delay the enemy’s reaction than to divert his attention,
The time of attack is a key factor in gaining surprise. Most attacking
forces prefer to assault a target at night, primarily because dafkness provides .
cover, but aiso, because at night tirie the enemy is tired, less vigil and more
susceptlble-to surprise. But nighttime frequently increases alterness and each
mission should consider the ramifications of a night assault. Several of the
most successful special operations were conducted in daytime and achieved a
high degree of surprise. Skorzeny, for example, landed at Gran Sasso at two
o’clock in the afternoon. He knew that the Italian guards would just have
fininrhed lunch and would be resting afterwards. The Germans who attacked

Eben Emael landed at first light. The morning light provided the gliders

® Otto Skorzeny, Skotzeny's Secret Missions, trans. Jacques Le Clercq, (New
York: E.P. Dutton & Co., Inc., 1950), 87.




illumination to land, and many of the Belgian gun crews were still in the
nearby town. The midget submarines that destroyed the TIRP!TZ also attacked
in the morning. British intelligence had informed the submariners that the
TIRPITZ's sonar equipment would be "down" for repair during the moring
of the attack. In special operations the enemy will be prepared; the question
is, when will he be least prepared and what time of day most benefits the
attacking force.

Every defense has a weak point. Gaining surprise means exploiting
such weakness. Although the North Vietnamese had the most extensive air
defense network in Asia, Air Force Intelligence was able to find a five minute
gap in the radar's rotation cycle. This allowed the C-130 and helicopters
inserting the Son Tay raiders, to enter undetected into North Vietnam.

A similar problem was encountered by the British during WWIL
The Royal" Air Force had made countless attempts to sink the battleship
TIRPITZ from the air. The battleship, which was anchored in Kaa Fjord,
Norway, was protected by antiaircraft batteries and the ship’s self-protection
included sixteen 4.1 inch, sixteen 37mm and eighty 20mm antaircraft guns.
Additionally, most of the ship was encased in armor 12 inches thick, however,
the weak point of the vessel was its thinly covered keel. It was here, at the
"soft underbelly” that the British chose to attack. Surprise was gained by two
midget submarines (X-6 and X-7) when they penetrated the German defenses

and dropped their explosives. In the case of the TIRPITZ, weakness in defense
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was a relative term. The Germans did have several antisubmarine/antitorpedo
defenses, however, compared to their antiaircraft defenses, the submarine
defenses were considerably weaker.

Many tacticians consider the principle of surprise to be the most
important factor in a successful special operation. They mistakenly believe that
it Is surprise which gives them the decisive advantage over the enemy, as if to
say that by merely catching the enemy unprepared, the attacking force could
win. This is not the case. Surprise is useless and indeed unachievable without
the other principles. What good would it do to surprise the enemy, only to be
ill equipped to fight him? Relative superiority is gained only through the
correct application of all the principles. Surprise is essential, but it should not
be viewed in a vacuum. It is only valuable s part of the "coxﬁplete pyramid"

of principles.

5. SPEED
In a special operation’s mission, the concept of speed is simple. Get
to your objective as fast as possible. Any delay will expand your Area of
Vulnerability and decrease your opportunity to achieve relative superiority.
Fleet Marine Force Manual (FMFM) 1-3 states, "As with all things in

war, speed is relative."™ This statement implies that speed is related to the

% Department of the Navy, FMFM 1-3 Tactics, 63.




enemy’s ability to react. If the enemy isn’t reacting to your attack, then you
have more time to spare. This may be true in conventional or large scale
warfare, where the forces on a battlefield maneuver and adjust to certain
tactical advances, but in special operations, the enemy is in a defensive position
and his only desire is to counter your attack. Therefore, the enemy’s will to
resist is a given, and his ability to react, a coﬁstant. Consequently, over time,
the frictions of war, wotk only against the special operation’s forces and not the
enemy. It is essential, therefore, to move as quickly as possible regardless of
the enemy’s reaction.

For example, in the two cases involving submarine attacks, the
British X-Craft raid on the TIRPITZ and the Italian manned torpedo attack on
the British Fleet in Alexandria, the attacking forces were completely clandestine
in their approach. The enemy was unaware of their presence, and therefore not
trying to "cbunter the will" of the attacking force. Nonetheless, speed was not
relative, it became a critical factor in mission success. The X-Craft midget
submarines, which had transitted the North Atlantic two days earlier, began to
have catastrophic failures in their electrical and ballast systems. As each
minute passed, the ballast and trim of the midget submarine became
increasingly worse, causing the X-Craft to list 15 degrees to port. Time became
such a factor that the submarine commander, Lt. Cameron decided not to
clandestinely cut through the antitorpedo net, but instead surfaced and made

a mad dash for the TIRPITZ. This action was taken at great risk to the
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mission’s success, but Cameron clearly realized that time, not the Germans, was

now his worst enemy.

The Italian frogmen, who entered Alexandria harbor on manned
torpedoes were constantly exposed to the cold water. They knew, that even if
the enemy didn’t discover them, the forces of nature and physica! exertion
would overcome them. As he closed in on the British battleship HMS
VALIANT, Lieutenunt Durand de la Penne zecalled, "I am tormented by
thirst..I cannot continue working from the extreme .atigue and for the
breathlessness."”® He knew that "Speed was essential...[if he was forced to
surface from fatigue] the alarm would be given, depth charges would be
dropped, and [the] operation...would be docmed to failure."* But, because De

la Penne worked quickly, he was not discovered until after surfacing. Hours

later the warhead from the manned torpedo exploded, and the HMS VALIANT

sank in Al;xandrla harbor. In both of these cases,

the enemy was not a factor, but time still worked against a successful outcome.
Most special operations involves direct, and in most cases immediate,

contact with the enemy, where minutes and seconds spell the difference

between ruccess and failure, Of the successful missions I analyzed only one,

» Luigi Durand de la Penne, Report on Qperation G.A.3: The Attack on HMS
YValiant, translated by LCDR Paolo Gianetti, Italian Navy.

% Juilo Valerio Borghesc, Sea Devls, translated by James Cleugh, (Chicago: Henry
Regnery Company, 1954), 148,
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the St. Nazaire raid, took longer than thirty minutes to achieve relative
. superiority from the Point of Vulnerability. In most of the other cases, relative
superiority was achieved in five minutes and the missions were completed in

thirty minutes.?’
In order to gain surprise and speed, special forces are generally small
and lightly armed, ‘and ‘therefore, are unable to sustain action against a
conventional enemy for long periods of time. The raid on St Nazaire
illustrates the problems that arise when special forces attempt to prolong the
engagement. When the number of objectives at St. Nazaire increased from

three to eleven, the operation rejuired additional time ashore for the

commandos to destroy these targets. In a Draft Memorandum to the Chjefs of
. Staff on Operation "Chariot." the Combined Operations’ advisor stated that in

order to achieve all the objectives, "The whole force..[would require] a

maximum period ashore of 2 hours.”™ What advantages the commandos
gained in surprise, they lost in execution, by actually planning an operation that
took two hours of sustained action. This required their lightly armed, and in
some cases unarmed, force to fight against a heavily armed German Flak

Brigade of 300 soldiers. Clausewitz wams, "the more restricted the strength the

¥ There were some cases, i.e. the raid on Cabanatuan POW camp, the Son Tay
raid and Skorzeny’'s rescue of Mussolini, where the mission was not over until the
return trip was completed.

» Most Secret Memorandum by the Advisor on Combined Operations, Draft
Memotandum to the Chiefs of Staff: Operation "Charjot."
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more restricted the goals must be; further, the more restricted the strength, the
more limited the duration"™™ Also during this two hour period, the eighteen
motor launches (M.L.s), which had delivered the commandos to St. Nazaire,
were exposed to withering shore fire and within ninety minutes almost all of
the M.L.s were destroyed. Had the commandos struck quickly and extracted,
there Probability of Mission Completion would have dramatically increased.
Speed is a function of time, not as some imply, a relative factor that
is effected by the enemy’s will to resist. As I will demonstrate later, relative
superiority can be gained, despite the efforts of the enemy, primarily because
the attacking force moves with such speed, iliat the enemy’s reaction is not an

factor.

6. PURPOSE

l;urpose is understanding and then executing the prime objective of
the mission regardless of emerging obstacles or opportunities. First, the
purpose must be clearly defined by the mission statement; rescue the POWs,
destroy the dry dock, sink the battleship, etc. This mission statement should
be crafted to ensure that in the heat of battle (the execution phase), no matter
what else happens, the individual soldier understands the primary objective.
For example, during the X-Craft raid on the battleship TIRPITZ, the midget

¥ Ibid, Clausewitz, 283.




submarine X-6 was suffering from major equipment casualties (broken attack
' periscope, flooded port side charge, leaky main casing, and a fifteen degree
port list) and the commander, Lt. Don Cameron, had to make the decision
whether or not to attack. It was conceivable that by attacking and failing, he
could compromise the success of the other two X-Craft also assigned to attack
the TIRPITZ® After mentally reviewing the purpose of his mission, as
defined by his operational orders, Cameron made the decision to attack. His
orders were clear. If the X-Craft was still under power and equipped with at
least one side charge, then Cameron was directed to complete the mission.
During the assault on the British Fleet in Alexandria Harbor during
WWII, Italian frogmen, Gunner Captain Vincenzo Martellota and his swim
. partner Seaman Mario Marino, positioned their manned torpe;:lo underneath a
large British cruiser before realizing that it was the wrong target. Although
| Martellota and Marino had rsked their lives avoiding picket boats, depth
charges and pier security, and sinking the cruiser would have been acceptable,
it was not the vessel they were assigned to attack. Martellota subsequently
backed away from the ship and continued on, Eventually the Italians reached
their assigned target, a large oll tanker. By following their orders, Martellota

and Marino not only sank a large tanker, but severely damaged a destroyer tied

¥  X-10 commanded by Lt Ken Hudspeth was assigned to attack the
SCHARNHORST, a German cruiser located just a mile from the TIRPITZ. Hudspeth
found himself in similar mechanical difficulty, but his orders clearly forbid him to
atack if it could compromise the destruction of the primary target - the TIRPITZ.




along side. In both the British and Italian cases, the men had clearly defined .
orders which directed their actions in the heat of battle and focused their
efforts on what was important.

The second aspect of the princdple of purpose, is personal
commitment. LtCol Henry Mucci who commanded the 6th Ranger Ba@ion
and rescued 512 POWs from a Japanese death camp understood the need for
personal commitment. Before the operation he told his Rangers,

You had better get down on your knees and pray! Damn it ... don’t fake
it! I mean .. PRAY. And, I want you to swear an oath before God ...
Swear you'll die fighting rather than let any harm come to those POWs!*

Similarly, General Joshua Shani, the air commander at Entebbe

stated several years after the raid, "We were absolutely committed to seeing the

task completed..We were fighting for Israel."®

The principle of purpose must not be confused with a moral factor.
The moral factors exist outside the controllable boundaries of the inverted
pyramid (as shown in Figure 1-2), that is, moral factors cannot be planned for
or anticipated; the purpose of the mission must be thoroughly understood
beforehand, and the men must be inspired with a sense of personal dedication

that knows no limitations.* S8 Captain Otto Skorzeny once said, "When a

* Forrest B. Johnson, Hour of Redemption: The Ranger Raid on Cabanatuan (New
York: Manor Books Inc., 1978), 171,

2 Ibid,, Shani interview.

% Moral Factors is a Clausewitzian term which refers to soldierly virtues; in
particulary, boldness, courage, perseverance, and intellect.




man is moved by pure enthusiasm and by the conviction that he is risking his
life in a noble cause ... he provides the essential elements for success."* In
an age of high technology and "Jedi Knights" we often overlook the need for
personal involvement, but we do so at our own risk. As Clausewitz warned,
"Theorists are apt to look on fighting in the abstract as a trial of strength
without emotion entering'into it. This is one of a thousand errors which they
quite consciously commit because they have no idea of the implications."®

The principles of special operations defined above are not merely a
der’vative of the Army’s Principles of War. They represent unique elements
of warfare that only small forces possess and can employ effectively. The next
section describes the methodology used to develop these principles, and
demonstrates that these principles are valid. |

F. CASE- STUDY METHODOLOGY

To further explain the theory of special operations, I will present eight
historical cases and provide an analysis of each. The cases span the entire
spectrum of special operations from global conventional war to peacetime
engagement. They include missions conducted by United States, British,

German, Israeli, and Italian forces, and executed from the sea, air and land. My

“ Otto Skorzeny, Skorzeny's Secret Mission, 24.
% Ibid., Clausewitz, 138.
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approach to multiple mission analysis was fostered by the British military

strategist B.H. Liddell Hart, who said:
The method in recent generations has been to select one or two
campaigns, and to study them exhaustively as a means of professional
training and as the foundation of military theory. But with such a limited
basis the continual changes in military means from war to war carty the
danger that our outlook will be narrow and the lessons fallacious.
Although eight cases is not the basis for "absolute" information, it is sufficient
to demonstrate the validity of the theory and show the relationship between
relative superiority and the Principles of Special Operations.

This methodology, that is, the use of mission analysis to support a
hypothesis, is certainly not new -- even within the fleld of special operations.
Edward Luttwak, Steven Canby, and David Thomas wrote A Systematic Review
of "Commando" (Special) Operations 1939-1960, This work reviews nine case ‘
studies, but extracts primarily organizational rules and planning and training
methuds. 'i‘he review addmesses the operational aspects of special operations
"only parenthetically,"”’

An integral part of my thesis was to conduct interviews with key

participants, and, when possible, visit the actual sites where the operations
occurred. In seven of the eight cases presented, the Mussolini event being the

exception, I was able to interview personnel intimately involved with the

% B. H. Liddell Hart, Strategy, 2nd ed., (New York: Penguin Books, 1991), 4.

¥ Luttwak/Canby, A Systematic Review of "Commando" (Special) Operations
1939-196¢, S-2.




mission.® This was unquestionably the most rewarding aspect of my work.
’ These individuals provided personal insight into the success or failure of the
mission and helped me formulate my theory in a clear, concise manner. They
also verified facts, corrected documentary errors, provided original
documentation and photos, and in many cases, edited my rough drafts. Whére
I could not confirm a salient fact by interview or official report, I ensured that
at least three secondary sources were in agreement on the point. Itis from this
original research that the Principles of Special Operations, which subsequently
led to the understanding of relative superiority and the development of the
theory, were derived.
Each of the cases is divided into six sections which include the following:
. the background, which provides the military or political jusﬂﬂcation for the
operation; the objective to include a detailed look at the target and the enemy
order of baitle; the commandos, a biography of the units (when available) and
key personnel who led the missions; the training or preliminary events; the
inission, including a description of the events during the engagement; and an

analysis of the operation.

¥ Although I was unable to interview any of the commandos who participated
in the Mussolini event; I did visit Gran Sasso where Mussolini was held prisoner and
reviewed in depth Lieutenani Colonel Otto Skorzeny’s original (German version)
summary of the event (National Archives Record 338). In two other cases, the German
(GSG-9) rescue of hostages from Mogadishi and the U.S. attempt to rescue hostages
from Teheran, I interviewed participants, but owing to time constraints, was unable
t to provide a written account.




The analysis begins with an essay on the outcome of the mission, which
is followed by a series of questions designed to flesh out the merit of the plan
and its subsequent execution. These questions are as follows. Were the
objectives worth the risk? Risk in this context applies not only to loss of
human lives, but loss of military or political advantage. If the risks are
considered valid, was the plan developed to achieve maximum superiority over
the enemy and minimize the risk to the nﬁult force? If the plan was sound,
was the mission executed in accordance with the plan, and if not, what
extenuating circumstances dictated the outcome of the operation? Finally, what
modifications to the plan, and the execution, could have improved the final
results? The analysis also includes a Relative Superiority Graph followed by
an examination of the six Principles of Special Operations. |

The next eight chapters will present the case studies discussed above in
great detaii. The analysis of these cases will show that relative superiority,
although an abstract concept, does exist and that the Theory of Special

Operations is a powerful tool to explain victory and defeat.



1. THE GERMAN ATTACK ON THE FORTRESS AT FBEN EMAEKL,
BELGIUM - 10 MAY 1940

A. BACKGROUND

In January 1933, Adolf mder was appointed Chancellor of Germany. His
rise to power was fueled py the promise to avenge thc‘dcfeat of World War 1
and the humiliating Treaty of Versailles. By 1933 Hitler had compleuiy
rejected the Armistice of 1918 which limited German arms preduction. He
began to build the most powerful Army in Europe and by the late 1930s there
was little doubt the German Army was preparing for ﬁm.

The small country of Belgium had long been considered a primary axis for
& German invasion lnb France. Before World War I, the Chicf of the German
General Staff, Count Alfred von Schileffen developed a plan calling for the
encirclement of France by two avenues of approach, through the Swiss Alps
and across Belgium. Little had changed during the interwar years to warrant
a major medification to the German’s "Schlieffen Plan." The French and
Belgians were keenly aware of their geographical predicament, however, post
WWI cutbacks significantly reduced the size and effectiveness of both armies
and fostered a rellance on defensive warfare, This defensive mentality was
manifested in the French’s Maginot Line and the Belglan’s Albert Canal

defenses.
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The Maginot Line was a system of fortifications built along the eastern
French border in the 1930s. It extended from Switzerland to Belgium. The
Belgian’s constructed a similar defensive perimeter along the Albert Canal,
The linchpin of their fortifications was the largest single fort of its day, Eben
Emael. Between the Albert Canal and the Maginot Line stood the massive
Ardennes forest, a seemingly impregnable obstacle for an advancing Army.
With these fortifications in place the French and British positioned their
Armies to take advantage of the only logical Germai avenues of approach.

The German Commander in Chief, General Walther von Brauchitsch and
his Chief of Staff General Halder both felt that a German advance must
outflank the Maginot Line and concentrate the Schwerpunkt (point of the
spear) of the attack north of the impassable Ardennes Forest. ﬁls would take
the bulk of the German Army through Holland then Belgium. A smaller, but
relatively i-tmng force would attempt to negotiate the Ardennes and cross the
Meuse River between Givet and Sedan in eastern France. Although this was
the "predicable" approach, Brauchitsch and Halder were counting on surprise
and the superior German forces to rout the enemy.

This plan met with exceptional criticlsm from tv/o prominent German
generals, Erich von Manstein (Chief of Staff, Army Group "A") and Heinz

Guderian (XIX Panzer Corps Commander). Guderian proposed driving three

Panser Corps through the Ardennes across the Meuse and deep into the heart




‘ of France. This would allow the Germans to Flank the Allied forces who were

expecting the main thrust to come across Belgium.

Before the attack could succeed, however, the French mobile forces, along
with their British allies, had to be decisively engaged in battle elsewhere,
so that they could not swiftly intervene in the developing attack in the
south. In essence the trick was to entice the British and French main
body into advancing to give battle in Belgium, where German
conventional infantry divisions stiffencd by a few armored divisions
would tie them down."

The Allies were not prepared to commit forces to the north unless the
Germans violated Belgian neutrality, and only then if they were certain it was
the main German assault. Hitler quickly accepted the Guderian Plan realizing
that its genius lay in the boldness and surprise with which German armor
would be deployed.

In order to ensure the Allies committed forces to the north the Germans
had to move swiftly through Holland and into Belgium. This required crossing
the Albert Canal and moving two Panser Corps through Belgium to engage the
British Expeditionary Force and the French First Army. Before the Germans
could get deep into Belgium they had to cross fifteen miles of Holland and the
Albert Canal. The canal could only be crossed by three bridges at Veldwezelt,
Vroenhoven, and Canne. Although the entire campaign hinged ou securing the

bridges, the defenses surrounding them "were not considered to pose a

problem. There were several dropping zones for parachutists [and gliders]

! Charles E. Kirkpatrick, "Simple Deceptions Payoff," World War [I, July 1991, 44.
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close by from which assault parties could quickly overcome the Belgian army ‘

defences covering the crossings."” The real problem was Fort Eben Emael.

Even if the bridges were captured by German paratroopers or glidermen, the

guns at Eben Emael could still destroy the bridges from afar and prevent any

opportunity for the Panzers to quickly storm Belgium. .
On 27 October 1939, General Kurt Student, Commander of the 7th Flieger

(Airborne) Division was summoned to the Reich Chancellery in Berlin by

Adolf Hitler. Student had developed the concept of "three-dimensional”

warfare in which airborne troops could be inserted behind the lines, and using

surprise and speed, attack the enemy where he was least prepared. Hitler

viewed Students concept as a new "secret w 2apon."
Hitler outlined a concept to seize the fort at Eben Emael lusing gliders to °

land troops atop the earthen structure and destroy the guns protecting the canal

bridges. He directed Student to review his plan and return the following day

with an answer. Student was an accomplished glider pilot and had been

conducting tests using troop carrying gliders to insert his airborne persocnnel.

The following day Student returned and told the Fuk.rer that the mission was

possible provided it was done at daylight or morning twilight. Hitler accepted

Students concept and ordered him to "take Fort Eben Emaell"

2 Anthony Farrar-Hockley, Student, (New York: Ballantine Books Inc., 1973), €6.

3 "Student and the Capture of Crete,” Strategy and Tactics of the Great
Commanders of World War I and Their Battles, (New York: Gallery Books, 1990), 43.
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B. FORTRESS EBEN EMAEL

The small town of Eben Emael is located just ‘inside the border separating
Belgium and Holland. The fort, which takes its name from the town, was
completed in 1933. It is situated on the Albert Canal adjacent to the river
Meuse just three miles south of the city of Mmh:lcht. At the junction where
the fort is constructed, the walls of the canal rise 200 feet from the water level
to the top of the ridge. From the top of the fort the defenders could see miles
into the German countryside as well as the three bridges at Canne, Vroenhoven

and Veldwezelt.

Figure 2-4. The Albert Canal as Seen from Cupoln 2. (Authm’s Photo)




The fort itself is roughly diamond shaped with the tip facing north, the
east wall along the Albert Caral and the west wall (fortified with a 450 yard
long anti-tank moat) bordered by the Geer River. The dimensions of the fort
measured 1,100 yards north to south by 800 yards at its widest point. On top
of the fortress were ten casemates, five operational cupolas and two dummy
cupolas. Along the wall of the canal were two additional casemates. The
casemates and cupolas were similar in construction to the turrets of a battleship
with guns protruding from apertures in either a 12 inch thick steel dome or a
concrete blockhouse. Each fighting position housed a crew of 16 to 30
depending on the size and number of guns. The main batteries at casemate 26,
18, and 12 each had three 75mm guns. These guns provided the primary
protection for the outlying towns and the three canal bridges. Casement 9 and
cupolas 23 and 31 housed twin 78mm guns. Cupola 24 contained twin 120mm
guns the largest at Eben Emael. These guns were capable of ranging 12 miles.
The remaining casemates and cupolas housed twin 75mm guns and
Mitrailleuse machine guns which provided additional anti-infantry defense of
the fortress. There were flve 60mm anti-aircraft batteries situated around
casemate 30, The one defensive shortfall of Eben Emael was the lack of
fighting trenches and mines on top of the fort. There were, however, five rows
of barbed wire strung in strategic postions. Outside the surface of the forts

there were rows and rows of barbed wire, steel hedgehogs and mine fields but

the grassy top lay vuinerable.




Figure 25. Cupola 24 Showing 120mm Guns. Note Spot Where Shaped
Charge Went Low Order. (Author’s Photo)
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Below the surface, guns were three levels which provided suppost for the
fort’s main mission. The top level consisted of the machinery for operating the
massive guns and the protective steel doors for preventing entry into the belly
of the fort. The second level contained a small infirmary, ammunition storage,
six 175-hp electric generators that provided all the forts power, a
communications center, and the command post. The third Jevel housed the
barracks for the fort's personnel. The entire complex was designed with the
guns in mind. Ammunition hoists serviced the guns directly, stairs and
elevators were constructed to allow ammo bearers ease of movement, air
conditioning and heating units ensured the troops maintained adequate living
conditions throughout the year. The entire fort was crisscrossed with five miles
of tunnels linking every major gun and support system. The only exterior
entrance into the fort lay on the southwest side away from the canal.

The troops that manned the guns rotated duty throughout the month.
Those personnel "6ff duty" were confined to that area around the village of
Eben Emael. If they were needed in an emergency an alarm would be sounded
by firing three blank rounds from one of the casemates. On the day of the
German attack the fort had an authorized strength of 1200 officers and men,
however, owing to leave, illneés, or out of area training the total compliment
of the fort included only 18 officers, 62 non-commissioned officers and 570

enlisted. Additionally, there were 233 soldiers approximately four miles away

at Wonck.
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C. STORM DETACHMENT KOCH ~ ASSAULT FORCE GRANITE

In 1935, the German High Command hegan training its first paratroopers
and several months later established the first parachute battalion. In 1938,
Luftwaffe General Kurt Student was given command of the airborne forces and
quickly began to develop a large scale parachute capability within the German
Alr Force., Soon he had established Fliegerdivision 7 (the 7th Air Division) and
also received command of Luftland-Division 22 (22nd Airbome Divixion), ¢
These forces included not only parachutes, but all air and ground support
necessary to accomplish large scale airborne operations.

After accepting Hitler’s order to seize Eben Emael and the nearby bridges,
General Student assigned Hauptmann (Captain) S. A. Koch and his 1st
Company Flieger-Jaeger Regiment One to conduct the mission. This assault
fofce officlally activated on 2 November 1939 and assumed the name
Sturmabteilung Koch (Koch Storm Detachment). The detachment consisted of
one company of parachutist (soon to receive the name "glidermen"), one
platoon of parachute qualified engineers (these men were eventually tasked
with taking Eben Emael), a fransport group of JU-52 aircraft, and over forty

gliders with pilots and ground crews.

‘ In an effort to conceal the existence of the airborne forces the 7th Air
Division was assigned to the Wehrmacht but was controlled by the Luftwaffe.
All the forces that participated in the assault were German Air Force.
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From these forces Koch divided the detachment into four assault elements.
The force assigned to assault Eben Emael ‘was codenamed "Granite" and
commanded by Lieutenant Rudolf Witzig. It consisted of 2 officers, 11 glider
pilots, and 72 enlistedmen. The element tasked with capturiiig the bridge at
Vroenhover was codenamed "Concrete"” and commanded by Lieutenant Scl\ncﬁt.
It consisted of 5 officers including Captain Koch and a small command
element, 11 gliders and pilots, and 94 enlistedmen. The third elements was
codenamed "Steel” and was ordered to seize the bridge at Veldwezelt
Commanded by Lieutenant Altmann it had only one officer, 10 gliders and
pilots, and 89 enlisted. The last element was codenamed "Iron" and
commanded by Lieutenant Schaechter. Scnaechter had one more officer, 9
gliders and pilots, 79 enlisted. |

At the outset of the operation General Student made every effort to
conceal th; existence of the detachment. "The whole prenﬂae behind the
operation was that any leak in security could compromise the mission, and the
only way for this mission to be successful was to achieve total surprise."
They trained at Hildesheim, near Hanover, and took the dubious title of
Experimental Section Friedrichshafen. As the detachment moved to other
locations for training they were often renamed. Lieutenant Witzig’'s engineer

platoon once received the iitle Airport Construction Platoon. The soldiers were

' Rudolf Witzig, interviewed by CDR William H. McRaven, 26 June 1992,
translated by Lt. Colin J. Kilrain, Tape recording, Munich, Germany.
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. not allowed to send personal mail or make calls unless cleared through Koch.
Sergeant Helmut Wenzel the senior enlisted man in Witzig's platoon recalled:
We couldn’t go into bars, but we could go into mevies. However, we had
to have a guard, Usually by the time the movie was over, the guards had
lost interest and gone home [laughing]...Also we didn’t wear insignia and
we had other names. Once we ran into some gitls we knew and the
whole unit had to be transferred.’
Each man was also required to sign the following statement:
I am aware that I shall risk sentence of death should I, by intent or
carelessness, make known to another person by spoken word or
illustration anything concerning the base at which I am serving. ’
Witzig’s Engineer Platoon had served together for over a year before this
mission was concelved. Almost ull of the men participated in the Polish
Campaign, but had only seen limited action. "They were honorable men,"
. Sergeant Wenzel recalled, "but they were all a little crazy."*
When Witzig first reported to the platoon he was not well received. "They
were undisciplined and I was not popular because I changed the standards.”
Witzig kept his professional distance from the men. Occasionally he would

have a beer with his soldiers, but he never let them get to close. "They never

* Helmut Wenzel, interviewed by CDR William H. McRaven, 24 June 1992,
translated by Lt. Colin J. Kilrain, Tape recording, Celle, Germany.

7 Ibid., Mrazek, 47.
* Ibid.,, Wenzel.
" Ibid, Witzlg.
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called me by my first name or used informal language."® Most of the men
expected to be discharged upon return from Poland, but soon found out that
their war was just beginning.

The key to a successful mission clearly lay in the ability of the Luftwaf{e
to deliver Witzig’s Combat Engineers to Eben Emael undetected. Since the
early 1930s Germany had-been involved preparing its youth for a future war
on the European continent A large part of this effort was devoted to
encouraging the sport of gliding. All across Germany young men and women
began learning to fly. This created a sizeable "pool" of talented pilots, fostered
competition and improved the capabilities of existing gliders. In 1933, Dr.
Alexander Lippisch developed a large glider capable of carrying heavy loads
of meteorological equipment. Although the glider did not "soa.r" as the smaller
sport gliders, it was able to maintain a gradual glide path from its reiease
point. The Luftwaffe soon saw the military application for this glider and
recruited the Deutsche Forschungsanstalt Fuer Segelflug (DFS) aircraft company
to build a prototype. By 1939 they had produced the DFS 230. This glider was
to have a pivotal role in the operation.

The DFS 230 was approximately 37 feet long, had a wing span of 72 feet,

and was almost nine feet high at its maximum point, It was capable of being

towed at 130 mph with a maximum glide speed of 180 mph. The glider




weighed 1,896 1bs and could carry ten combat loaded troops for a total loaded
weight of 4,630 Ibs. It was armed with a single flexible 7.92 mm Machine Gun
(MG) 15 and two fixed 7.92 mm MG34,

Koch had been given a free hand in planning and training for Eben Emael
and it became readily apparent to him that the DFS 230, although an
exceptionally capable glider, was difficult for novice glider pilots to fly. He
"recruited" several internationally recognized glider pilots to assist in the
training and execution of the mission. The more novice Luftwaffe glider pilots
would be used to assault the bridges, where the approach was easier and the
landing zone was larger. The seasoned sport pilots would @ke Witzig’'s men
to the top of Fort Eben Emael. Witzig, who is not a man who doles out praise
quickly said emphatically, "These pilots were the best!"! |

This infusion of experienced civilian pilots created quite a rift between
the season;d veterans and the novice Luftwaffe pilots. The civilians failed to
conform to the usual military discipline and constantly berated the less
experienced "rank consclous" Luftwaffe. This became a recurring problem for
Koch and one that he never fully solved. The morale and esprit de corps that
was evident in the glidermen and Luftwaffe was ali 25t non-existent in the

civilian pilots. However, since the pilots would land with the glidermen, Koch

1 |bid, Witzg,
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integrated them into the assault element insuring they participated in the

planning and training.?

D. RUDOLF WITZIG — GRANITE FORCE COMMANDER

Rudolf Witzig was born on 14 August 1916 and at the age uf twenty-three
was placed in charge of tl‘\e Pioneer (Engineer) platoon tasked with as;aﬁlﬁng
Eben Emael. He was young and inexperienced and most of the platooi;
sergeants were older than him. Witzig was not well liked by the platoon. He
was a strict disciplinarian and the platoon members, even by Seféeant Wen'zel's:
account were "bandits" and although disciplined when they fought, wére
undisciplinied as a matter of routine. | '

The officer Witzig relieved had allowed the platvon to become lazy.
Witzig set out to change that attitude. Wenzel said later, vhen referring t» his
platoon leader, "differeat people have different leadership styles and people’s
personalities sometimes clash. But it is wrong for a soldier to say sdmething

negative about another soldier."”

2 James Lucus, Storming Eagles: German Airborne Forces in World War
Two, (London: Arms and Armour Press, 1988) 20. Lucus alludes to the fact that
the landing area of Eben Emael was "vcry small" and therefore required
exceptional pilots. Although the area is relativeiy small compared to a
conventional glider landing strip, it was well within the capability of the
average pilot Compared to the landing area atop Gran Sasso, where Mussolini
was rescued, Eben Fmael was massive.

13 Ibid., Wenzel.
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Witzig was firm in his belief
that an officer should be
"reasonable" in his approach to
his men. He should have
"good nerves..be fit..be
faithful...like women, but not
be a whoremonget...[and above
all] be totally convinced that
the operation is necessary for
the people and the unit"*
Witzig believed in "meticulous
planning and practice"”.
While interviewing him,
Witzig remarked that the
reason thz Americans failed in
Iran (referring to the Desert

One disaster) was because the
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Figure 2-13. Rudolf Witzig — 12 May 1940.

mission "wasn’t rehearsed enough."

% Ibid, Wilzig,
1 Ibid.
% Ibid.
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Although Witzig is often described as a martinet, (a rigid, military
disciplinarian) he had the highest regard for his enlisted men. The Germans
had very few officers compared to the allies. Witzig commented that, "Attacks
led by enlisted men would have been led by officers in other countries. This
was allowed because our enlisted men were so good."” Witzig stressed that
he gave individual squad leaders a great deal of responsibility and the freedom
to develop their own plans.

Witzig was an officer with tremendous determination. During the attack
Witzig's glider crashed and he commandeered another one and arrived at the
battle late. Referring to this incident, Wenzel remarked, "It was a testament to
Witzig's personality that he was able to get back to the fight." his
determination carried Witzig through the remainder of the wax;. The following
year, on 21 May 1941, Witzig parachuted into Crete where despite being
oumumbéx;.d three to one, the Germans defeated the allies .and took Crete.
Although severely wounded at Crete, Witzig recovered and in November 1942
fought in North Africa. In 1943 the 21st Parachute Engineer Regiment was
formed under the command of Major Witzig and was sent to Russia and

subsequently saw action at Kovno, Lithuania and Vilna, Poland. In 1944,

7 Ibid.
¥ Ibid., Wenzel.
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Witzig commanded the 18th Parachute Regiment and fought in France,
Belgium, and Holland eventually surrendering in Apxil 1945.

After the war he transferred to the German Army (the engineers were
Luftwaffe) and rose to the rank of colonel, eventually becoming director of the
Engineer School in Munich. He retired from that assignment and still liyeé in
Munich. His decorations include the Knights Cross with Oak Leaves.

E.  TRAINING

On 2 November 1939, Captain Koch received orders for hls"company to
make preparations to seize and hold ‘ghe fort at Eben Emael and the three
bridges at Vroenhoven, Veldwezelt and Canne until Germian ground forces |
arrived. The basic plan had already been conceived by General Student and
approved by Hitler. On order the company would depart Cologne from two
airflelds at Ostheim and Buizwellerhof. Separated into four groups
(codenamed Iron, Granite, Concrete, Steel) they would be transported in gliders
towed by JU-52s to a release point approximately 20 kilometers from their
objectives. At an altitude of approximately 5,500 feet the gliders would be
released and proceed to their targets. Upon arrival at Eben Emael, Witzig's
Engineer Platoon would destroy the guns that covered the approaches to the
three bridges and with the help of Stuka dive bombers attempt to keep the

Belgium defenders sealed inside until reinforcements arrived. As Witzig

viewed the mission he had three objectives:




The first objective was to take out the machine guns on the surface

so we could go in safely. The second objective was to take out the
casemates and the third [objective] was to survive/”

| The three bridges would be seized by Koch’s other elements and the explosive
charges, designed to halt a German advance, rendered inoperable.

In order to seize the fort there were two phases of the operation that had
to be rehearsed in excruciating detail, the glider insertion and the actions at the
objective. After managing to obtain the requisite number of glider pilots, Koch
with the help of Heiner Langer a world class glider pilot, set out to teach all
the pilots the intricacles of the DFS 230, The pilots spent months learning to
fly with an empty load and then with a full load. All of gear in the glider had

to be tightly secured and the troops, who straddled a narrow center aisle bench,

found that even the smallest item could become a hazard as the glider "rode" |

the shifting air currents. Historically, there is some debate as to whether
Koch’s men actually conducted rehearsals in the gliders. Charles Kirkpatrick
writing for World War II magazine noted that,
Neither [Koch nor Witzig] attached much importance to having their men
actually fly in gliders and make landings in full scale rehearsals. Flying

in gliders was inherently dangerous and could easily lead to training
accidents that would diminish the force available for the mission.?

¥ Ibid, Witzig.
® Jbid,, Kirpatrick, 47.




This, however, is not the case. Both Witzig and Wenzel confirmed the fact
that they rehearsed with the gliders. Witzig recalled:
We practiced most of the time in parts, but we did fly twice with the full
equipment to ensure that everybody knew exactly how the landing would
§o and to overcome the fear of flying in the gliders; and to make sure

everybody felt secure about of the mission.”

None of the pilots, even the experienced ohes, had spent much time
landing on unpreparled runways. Initially, it 'wes found that the gliders
required too much space to effectively land atop Eben Emael. Koch contacted
the DFS lnstitute and they modificd the DFS 230 lwith a hand break that
extended I?glow the plywood frame and dug into fhe ground as the glider
touched down. Hanna Reitach, one f Germany’s most renown aviatrix who
had set the woman’s world qgcqrd fqr sustained flight, was called upon to test
the device. On hex first qttevmpt, she was nlmoqt k’nocked unconsclous as the
brake dug-into the ground causing the glider to come to a jarring stop. The
device was later modified to allow the glider to stop quickly but with sufficient
control.

Most of the experienced civilian pilots were able to master the DFS 230
quickly, and immediately transitioned to solo flying. However, the Luftwaffe
pilots had the advantage of being qualified in both formation and night flying,
something the civilians had never practiced. Formation or "daisy chain” flying

required the gliders to be tied together and towed by a single alrcraft

2 Ibid., Witzg.
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Eventually, however, the flight plan called for a one on one ratio of Ju-52s to
DFS 230s. On D-Day the tow planes and gliders took off in sequence one after
the other. "By March (1940) these glider pilots could take off into the night,
maneuver into formation, and when cast off from the tow plane land on an
unfamiliar field."2

During most of the training Storm Detachment Koch remained near
Hildesheim or on the Czech border away from civilian or military observation.
In January 1940 the gliders that were to be used in the mission were sent via
enclosed truck to their departure airfields near Cologne. Several security
measures were taken to conceal the arrival of the gliders anq the nature of the

training that was to continue in Cologne. A large cyclone fence was

constructed around the glider hangers and straw mats were hung from the top

to prevent people from seeing inside. Guards were posted and conducted 24 .

hour pa&bl-s around the compound. On the day the gliders were to be taken
from the trucks and reassembled, 45 smoke generators were initiated creating
a cloud over the entire airfield, "Local newspapers, commenting on the incident,
passed it off as an engineer unit exercise designed to provide experience at

setting off smoke screens destined to protect Dusseldorf in case of air raid."®

2, Ibid Mrazek p. 53.
B, 1bid, 60.
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As the glider training progressed, Koch worked with the assault elements
to ensure they were fully prepared to conduct their ground missions. There
were three objectives at Eben Emael that had to be neutralized in order for the
Fort to be rendered ineffective; the artillery which covered the bridges, the
machine guns and anti-tank gun that protected the Fort itself, and the anti-
alrcraft guns that could engage the gliders and would prevent the Stuka dive
bombers from properly supporting Witzig's platoon. Witzig thought the
 intelligence on the fort was excellent: | N
‘, We had ﬂy over pictures, but of coutse at that time the detail wasn’t as
" .;good as today. But I'had'a picture and could téJ! where all the cupolas -

were, but I ¢ouldn’t see where the machines 'guns were on top of the
casemates, 1 had to look at the casemates and cupolas and think, ‘Where

‘would they put the machine guns?’ and I had to ¢stimate where we
_needed to land and how to set up defensive posiﬁons. |

These aerial photos helped detemﬂne that tl\e steel cupoles atop. the Fort
were cgsential for observing fire from the artillery. Destroying the cupoles |
would "blind" the observers and render the artillery fire ineffective.
Additionally, the Luftwaffe had obtained blueprints from a German
subcontractor who helped build the fort® This provided the assault elements
with the exact location of the large guns and their fields of fire. A table top

model of both the fort and bridges were constructed. This small model was the

U Ibid, Witzig.

% Russell Miller, "T'he Storming of Eben Emael,” The Commandos, World
War Il (Alexandria, Va: Time-Life Books, 1981), 10.
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only reconstruction available to the glidermen, but according to the model
maker’s son: ‘
The whole thing ended up in a rather super size "SANKASTELMODELL",
(sandbox model), built up in a schools Gymnasium...often parairoopers as
well as pioneers came to do intensive practical "on the spot training"...one
even could walk on top respectively through the artificial landscape built
up in this last large scale hall-model.*
Wherever this room-sized model ended up, neither Witzig nor Wenzel ever saw
it.
Practical training began small but quickly developed into detailed
rehearsals, While practicing at Hildesheim airfield:
Everything was laid out as things were at Eben Emael. We had markers
set up and with the exact distances between them. This way the pilots
and crew leaders could orient themselves. I would go to each man and
point out his objectives, “This is yours, this is you:s and this is yours.’”
Witzig sent some of his engineers to school during the workup period to
improve their demolition skills and presumably their understanding of artillery
and anti-aircraft weapons systems. In February, the remainder of the men from
"Granite" went to German Sudentenland to work against Czechoslovak

casemates and cupolus. These defenses were similar to the fortifications at

% Information received in a letter from Dr. Gunther Reibhom of Salzburg
to Colonel James Mrazek author of The Fall of Eben Emael. Dr. Reibhorn’s
father was part of the map making team that produced the models and maps
for Eben Emael. Dr. Reibhorn reported that apparently Witzig's assault
element was never aware of the super size model and only relied on the table
model for planning,

7 Ibid,, Witzig,




Eben Emael, but "more difficult"* The engineers and pilots practiced
assaulting the casemates and using ﬂametllrov;ers, bangalore torpedoes, light
explosives, and their entire inventory of rifles, machine pistols, and pistols.
Even the physical training revolved around the mission. Witzig recalled later,
"It [physical training] was very demanding and F tried not to concentrate on
soccer and things like that, but on cdlimbing with full gear and running with
simulated charges. It was tactically oriented."”

The one aspect of '
the training that was
not fully rehearsed was
the use of the new
"hohlladung" or hollow
(shape) charge.
Discovered in 1888 by |
Charles Munroe, the
shape charge allows

conventional explosives
: o IR

to create a jet of high l 4. 50 Kg Shaped Charge. (Author's Photo)

pressure immediately

2 Ibid.
¥ Ibid,
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upon detonation. This generates a tremendous penetrating capability and
allows a relatively small amount of explosives to have a large effect on both
steel and concrete. A 30 Kg charge was capable of penetrating both the 6 inch
steel cupolas and the concrete reinforced casemates. The pressure created by
the explosion would generally blow a one by one foot hole in the obj ective and
kill everyone inside. Theshape charges came in two sizes; a 50 Kg which was
a two piece charge (each half came with a leather handle) that required
assembly on the target (it could be done in seconds), and a 12.5 Kg which was
used primarily against smaller targets. Unfortunately, due to the sensitive
nature of this new explosive (it was being used as a primer for Hitler's atomic
bomb) Witzig was the anly man allowed to see the charge detonated before the
mission. He was concerned about security: |
They [the glidermen] didn’t need to know about the charge. They just
needed to know exactly what their missions were and trust the charge.
Most frogmen who attack ships with mines don’t know about [how
strong] the charge is. They just know it will work.”

By March the platoon had finalized the plan for destroying Eben Emael.
Each squad, composed of seven to eight glidermen, had a primary objective and
a secondary target in the everit all eleven gliders failed to reach the Fort. No
detail was left to chance. From March to May the platoon continued to train.
Several times during the training the Detachment was put on alert. The

clanging of the hangar bells wor''d signal the glidermen to their positions, but

¥ Ibid.




in each case the order to stand down came soon after. By May 1940 Witzig's
men were more than ready and anxiously waiting the moment to attack Eben

Emael.

F. 10 MAY 1940 -~ THE ASSAULT

On 1 May 1940, Gra.nlte element, now under the cover name of No. 17
Reserve Squadron, was moved to the airfleld at Ostheim, there final
preparations were made for the assault” At no ime during the training had
any of Koch’s or Witzig’s men been told the name of the objective. "They
knew that [they] were going to do un attack against a difficult target, but they
didn’t know exactly where or when the attack would be."® Only the element
leaders were privy to that information. On 9 May 1940 at 2130 the troops were
assembled on the runway and the sealed orders were opened. The men were
informed that the objective was a fort in the Belgium defense system.
Departure time was 0325 10 May. In the next few hours the ground crews
began positioning the Ju 52s and the DFS 230s. There was one Ju 52 for each
glider.

Atapproximately 0300 the glidermen loaded their planes and began taking
off. Even with all the preparation the launches did not go well, but eventually
all the gliders were aitborne with the last glider, containing Witzig, in the air

" James Lucas, Kommando, (New York: St. Martins Press, 1985), 56.
2 Jbid., Witzig. |
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at 0335. The flight from Osthieim to Eben Emael took exactly 50 minutes as the
gliders rose to an altitude of 8,500 feet. On the ground German forces lit
bonfires to guide the Ju 52s to the release point just northwest of Aachen,
Germany.

Shortly into the flight, Witzig’s glider broke free from his tow plane when
the Ju 52 pilot banked abruptly to avoid colliding with another glider. With
only 3000 feet of altitude the glider had no chance of making the fort. Witzig
ordered the pilot to "land on the east side of the Rhine so [he] wouldn’t have
to cross any bridges."? Turning the glider back towards Cologne, the pilot
managed to land the plane in a field just four miles outside og Cologne. Witzig
rushed to the nearest village commandeered a vehicle and returned to Ostheim.
In the meantime the remaining ten gliders continued on towa;rd Eben Emael.
Minutes after Witzig's glider broke free, the glider containing the second squad
received th; order to unhitch. The pilot initially refused to obéy realizing that
he was only at 1600 meters. The Ju 52 tried to shake the DFS 230 loose and
eventually forced the glider pilot to relrase. With Eben Emael 25 miles away
the plane would be forced to land short. The last nine gliders proceeded ahead
unaware that two of their eleven squads were not in the formation. At 0410
(much earlier than planned owing to a strong tail wind) the gliders reached
their initial release point. The Luftwaffe squadron commander, realizing that

8 Ibid.

72




the planes were not sufficiently high to reach the fort, made the decision to
continue on until an altitude of 8,500 feet co&ld-be reached. This required
entering into Dutch airspace and drawing the attention of Dutch anti-aircraft

guns. Nevertheless, the squadron continued on for another ten niinutes and

released the gliders.
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Figure 2-15. The Albert Canal as it Appeared on 10 May 1940.

Earlier that morning at 0030 the Belgians at Fort Eben Emael had been
alerted to the movement of German troops toward the border. The commander
of the Fort, Major Jottrand, received a telephone call and was at his position
within minutes of the alert. Standard procedure called for cupola thirty-one®

to fire twenty blank rounds every thirty seconds. This was the signal to those
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soldiers living in town to return to the Fort immediately. Additionally, it
signalled those troops assigned to defend the bridges to muster at their posts.
For some .unknown reason the gun crew for cupola thirty-one did not arrive
until 0330. In the interim, it became clear to Jottrand that this was not a false
alarm. He could hear heavy anti-aircraft ire coming from Maastricht. His
orders called for him to evacuate the barracks just outside the main entrance
to the Fort, move all the bedding supplies into the interior and destroy the
building so it did not obstruct the gun crews view of their targets. In order to
carry out this directive Jottrand had to use his gun crews to move the supplies
and place the demolition. This significantly impacted on the crews ability to
. prepare their guns. Consequently, it was not until 0525 that casemate twenty-
three began firing warning rounds to alert the countryside. This did not overly
concern Major Jottrand because he kinew German ground troops would have
to cross the Dutch border befor.: the ﬁghting— actually began and this would
allow ample time for he and his crews to got into position. In order to make
the guns ready for firing the crews were required to clean the rust preventing
cosmoline from the barrels and bring the ammunition fiom its storage point to
the breech. At 0400 Jott-and received word that 30 to 50 airplanes were headed

i.. the direction of Maastricht*® Moments later his own men reported,

¥ The glider assault on €ben Fmael was the first event during Operation
- Jellow" (Fall Gelb), the Blitzkrieg into Belgium. Rogzer Edwards, German
Airborne Troops, (New York: Doubleday & Company Inc., 1974) states that the
Gennans al~o used Fallschirmpuppen or paratrooper dummies to distract the
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’ "Airplanes are overhead! Their engines have stopped! They stand almost

motionless in the air!"® : -

.
-

Figure 16. Field Where

Gliders Landed. (Author’s Photo)

High above the fort the gliders were making their final approach:
Cbijective 29 [anti-aircraft gun position] was under the command of a very

determined young lieutenant who, alerted to the gliders’ ?pmach by the
sentry, reacted swiftly and ordered his men to open fire.

Belgians as the offensive began.

¥ Ibid., Mrazek, 83.
% Ibid., Lucas, Kommando, 64.




The gliders took heavy anti-aircraft fire and although several of the gliders
were shredded by the 60mm rounds, no one had been injured. The glider
carry Squad I dove steeply to avoid the anti-aircraft fire now coming from the
fort.  The pilot leveled out touched down and braked to a crunching stop
leaving the plane a wreck but safely on the ground. The squad, led by
Sergeant Neidermeier, had the responsibility for destroying casemate 18, After
scrambling to get out of the wreckage Neidermeier ran to casemate 18. With
the assistance of private Drucks he placed his 50 Kg shape charge in the center
of the concrete structure, pulled the fuse and quickly extracted. The charge
blew the turret to pieces killing the two Belgians inside. Meanwhile two other
members of Squad I placed a 12.5 Kg charge just below the other 75mm gun.
The explosion lifted the gun off its stand and killed two of the ‘twenty-one men
inside or directly below the casemate. The wounded tried to retreat, but
Niedermeler and two squad members went through the breech where the gun
had been and killed two more Belgians. The remaining survivors escaped but
most were severely wounded or flash burned. Neidermeier donned a gas mask
and pulled one of the wounded Belgians outside away from the caustic smoke
filled interior. The task completed Neidermeier placed an aircraft marking
panel on the outside of the casemate to inform the Luftwaffe that the area was
secure. Squad I remained inside casemate 18 when Belgian artillery from a

nearby fort began to pound the ground around them.




The glider containing Squad II, led by Sergeant Maier, never made the
Fort. It had been erroneously released early and landed near Duren in
Germany. The squad commandeered a truck and drove toward Canne. They
reached the bridge only to find that the Belgians had destroyed it. Sergeant
Maier was killed attempting to cross the downed bridge, but Corporal "P"
Meier continued on eventually arriving at the town of Eben Emael. Although
he tried several times, Meier was never able to link up with the other squads
at the Fort. The other members of Squad II who remained at Canne eventually
captured 121 Belgian prisoners, but as Wenzel recalls, "before the squad would
release the prisoners [to the German guards) they asked for)a receipt, so they
could prove what they had done."”’

Squad III led by Sergeant Arendt was assigned to dlestroy casemate
twelve. The glider containing the squad released from the tow plane and made
a perfect a;pmach. As the glider breezed over the fort the Bélgims began to
open fire. The tracers were high and the pilot landed the DFS 230 just 30 yards
east of the objective. Arendt and his men hurried from the glider and charged
the casemate. To their surprise there were no Belgians outside or inside the
massive 75mm gun tunet. The barrels, which were still filled with cosmoline
appeared never to have been fired. The squad had trouble affixing the 50 Kg

shape charge to the gun so they elected to place the smaller 12.5 Kg charge at

¥ Ibid., Wenzel.




the rotating base. They pulled the fuse and ran. As it turnéd'out there were
several Belgian scoldiers inside. They were corhpletely unaware of the Germans
presence.

The results of the explosion were similar to Squad I's. The blast tore the
gun from its mount crushing a Belgian soldier and wounding 'sevéral. cthers.
Stmoke and fire enguifed the chamber fueled by propellent stackel nside. The
Germans fired their machine pistols through the ékémng then cautiously
proceeded into the interdor. Some of the wounded Belgians had been |
evacuated by their comrades, but Arendt found three soldiers left behind.
These men were pull?d to the surface. | | |

Arendt continued to move further into the recesses of the Fort. Following |
voices that led to an elevator shaft, he dropped a3 Kg charge‘ down the shaft
and either severely wounded or killed those Belgians below. Arendt proceeded
down a ne;rby stairwell tll he arrived at another level. A steei door prevented
his incursion into the center of the Fort so he returned to the surface. Squad
Il remained topside ensuring that no Belgians attempted to breakout. Belgian
post operation reports showed that only one of the 12 man gun crew had
survived the assault uninjured.

Squad IV was led by Sergeant Wenzel and was assigned casemate
nineteen. The casemate was cut into the side of a hill with four gun openings
on the face of the casemate pointing toward the northwest. On top of the

casemate (and flush with the ground) was a steel observation cupola. As soon
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as the glider landed it was taken under machine gun fire by the Belgians in the
cupola. The squad attacked the Belgians forcing the machine gunners inside
to close the steel observation doors from which they were fiting. Wenzel
dropped a 3 Kg charge down the observation periscope that protruded from the
cupola. The explosion rocked the cupola, but the Belgians continued t\iﬁng.
- 'Wenzel then placed a 50 Kg charge on top of the cupola, but the résulﬁng
explosion did not go high order and failed to penetrate the 6 ihch"s‘teel dome,
Nevertheless the explosion did render the cupola inoperable and the blast
forced the Belgians to retreat into the lower level. ' Wenzel moved down from
the top of the hill until he was even with the gun openings. He placed another
50 Kg charge on the casemate. This fime it blew a large hole through_the
concrete and killed or wounded evérybne inside. Wenzel elécted to position
his men beeide the now abandoned casemate and await further orders. It had
been ﬁftee;n minutes since Squad IV had landed.

Squad V led by Sergeant Haug landed and immediately assaulted
casemate twenty-three. The charge dislodged the gun mounts and reduced the
rate of fire, but it failed to prevent the gun from firing altogether. Haug and
his men subsequently attacked casemate thirty (although this was not part of
the plan). The explosion killed at least two Belgians but again failed to

completely neutralize the guns. Throughout Squad V’s assaults they were

receiving heavy fire fvom a storage shed located between casemate thirty and




cupola twenty-four®*® At the
same time that Haug was
assaulting his objectives he
noticed Squad VIII was in
trouble receiving effective fire
from the hanger and casemate
thirty-one. Haug and some of
Squad VIII's men attacked the
hanger but were repelled and
lost two dead and several
wounded. About that time
Belgian artillery fire from a
nearby battery began to rain in
on the fort. Haug and his
squad took cover in a neatby
ditch. Several times they
attempted to withdrawai to a

safer position but were
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Figure %17, Semgeant Helmut Wenzel
(Bandaged) and Otte Brautigam. (Photo
Courtesy Helmut Wenzel)

¥ Witzig said later that this small structure was visible on the aerial
photos, but it was not determined until after the assault that it was just a

wooden storage shed.
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immediately taken under fire. Squad V remained in the ditch until later that
evening when they slipped out under cover of darkness. .

The glider carrying Sergeant Harlos’ Squad VI was hit several times by
anti-aircraft fire. The pilot was forced to land in a field of concertina wire
bringing the airplane to a jarring stop. The squad had difficulty exiting the
glider and breaking into open ground owing to the thick barbed wire the
Belgians had placed around the northern end of the Fort. When they reached
their objective, cupola fourteen, they found another squad had already
destroyed it. As it turned out the objective was a false cupola. Whete the
cupola had been, however, there was a machine gun emplacemenf dug into the
earth, Harlos decided to place a 50 Kg charge in the hole and detonate. The
resulting explosion blew a hqle into the inner fortress causing a cave in of
concrete and earth. His task complete, Harlos established a machine gunl
position to prevent reinforcements from conifng actoss either the canal ar the
moat. During the‘remainder of the day Squad VI engaged several Belgian
troop movements and kept the north end secure,

Sergeant Heineman’s Squad VII was tasked with destroying cupola
sixteen at the north end of the fortress, It was not until they arrived and placed
their explosive on the cupola that they realized it was a dummy emplacement.

Nonetheless the task was completed in a matter of minutes.
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Figure 2-19. Fal Cupola. (Author’s Photo)




The glider carrying Squad VIII had made a harrowing approach to the
Fort. In an effort to avoid the anti-aircraft fire the pilot had come in below the
east wall next to the canal and pulled up at the last minute to settle down just
thirty yards from casemate thirty-one. Led by Sergeant Unger, the squad came
under immed:ate fire from the hanger and casemate thirty-one. Part of the
squad, with help from Squad V, attacked the hanger while Unger and two men
ran to the casemate and placed their 50 Kg charge. After pulling the fuse
Unger placed another 12.5 Kg charge on a nearby fortress exit destroying the
steel doors and sealing the Belgians escape route to the surface.

Although the Belgians at casemate thirty-one were warned of the attack
thirty minutes before Unger landed they were unable to get the guns ready for
action. The door to the ammunition locker was locked and n6 one could find
the keys. After the locker was opened the elevator which carried the ammio to
the gun fai-led to function, so only a limited amount of 75mm foundo could be
catried to the breech. As the Chief of the Section loaded the first round in the
chamber Unger's 50 Kg charge detonated killing two and wounding several
others,

Next Unger moved to destroy the cupola on top of the casemate. The 50
Kg charge appeared to do little damage to the steel dome, but in actuality the
penetrating force of the explosion completely destroyed the inner workings of
the 75 mm guns rendering them totally inoperable. The squad was then

directed to move north to Wenzel’s position. As they attempted to extract from
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their position they received heavy machine gun and incoming artillery fire.
Unger was killed and only three men managed to reach Wenzel’s position.

The glider carry Squad IX received substantial anti-aircraft fire and flak
but still managed to land within 60 yards of their objective at casemate
thirteen. Like Squad VI they also landed in a jungle of barbed wire and began
receiving ineffective fire from the hanger. Germans from the other squads
managed to subdue the Belgians in the hanger allowing Squad IX to exit their
glider and move to casemate thirteen. Led by Sergeant Neuhaus, the squad
assaulted the target using flamethrowers to push back the Belgians manning
the machine guns inside the casemate. After an unsuccessfq} attempt to place
a12.5 Kg charge over the machine guns, Neuhaus placed a 50 Kg charge on the
steel door leading to the interlor of the casemate. The resultiné explosion blew
the door inward and destroyed the supporting wall. Neuhaus stepped in and
found theql-ielgiam crumpled on the floor in shock. His task éompleted he set
up .. defensive position and sent a runner to find Witzig and report their
results.”®

Squad X led by Sergeant Huebel had originally been assigned as a reserve
force. After landing Huebel received orders from Wenzel to attack casemate
twenty-six. This had been Squad II's target but their glider never arrived at

Eben Emael. Huebel and one other squad member assaulted the observation

¥ None of the squads knew that Witzig’s glider had falled to reach the
fortress.




dome placing a 12.5 Kg charge on top. The resulting explosion either killed or
wounded the crew manning the gun for no further firing occurred for the
remainder of the operation. By this time all the squads had completed their
mission, Wenzel stated later, "Our main objective was to takeout the guns that
could destroy the bridges and that mission was accomplished in the first fifteen
minutes."® Now all that remained was to ensure that the Belgians did not
mount a counterattack before infantry from the German 4th Armored Division
arrived. Wenzel contacted Captain Koch via radio and informed him the fort
was under German control. Pre-planned bomber support began to arrive
almost as soon as the glidermen were completed: )

. We didn't have radio contact with any of the other groups, only with
Captain Koch. So we laid Xanels on top of the cupolas to let the [Stuka]
pilots know we had them.

With thé German positions marked by panels, the Stukas began dropping
bombs agiinst some of the Belgians still putting up resistance. Also within the
hour, more ammunition was air dropped to Wenzel and his men.

With Witzig still stranded in Germany, command of the detachment was
suppose to fall to the next senior officer Lieutenant Delica. Delica however
was a Luftwaffe communications officer with no ground experience. He had

been assigned to the detachment to coordinate air support from the Stuka dive

“ Ibid., Wenzel.
“ Ibid,, Witzlg.
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bombers? Consequently, the major tactical decisions implemented in the ‘
first two hours were all the work of Wenzel. -
At approximately 0630, two hours after the assault had begun, Witzig
arrived landing in close proximity to casemate nineteen. Witzig had managed
to requisition another tow plane and get his glider airborne arriving late, but
much to the delight of ‘his detachment. The initial plan called for the
glidermen to hold the fort for approximately four hours until the infantry
arrived. By noon, however, it was apparent the commandos would have to
defend their position for quite a while longer.
Throughout the remainder of the day the Belgians callefl in artillery from
a neatby fort hoping to force the Germans off the exterior of Eben Emael.
Some of the squads remained inside the bombed out meﬁates protecting .
themselves from incoming rounds and trying to ensure that the Belgians did
not gain i;cess to the top of the fort through the openings in the casemates.
Other Germans took up defensive positions on the outside periodically
engaging Belgian troops that had managed to surface or that had been in the
topside hangers and barracks. Squad III under Sergeant Ardent pursued the
Belgians into the fort destroying exterior access routes as he went. The
P :gians attempted several counterattacks, but a lack of infantry weapons

(grenades, assault rifles, and squad machine guns) and infantry tactics (all the

“1Ibid., Lucas, 23. Lucas reports that Lieutenant Delica had communications
with the Stukas and was directing the air strikes on the Belgians.
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Belgians were artillerymen) proved no match for the Germans. An infantry
unit of 40 men from a near-by post (commanded by Captain Wakeman) was
called in at 1030 to attempt to extricate the Germans. The Stuka'’s curtailed the
Belgian’'s enthusiasm by bombing the infantrymen at each attempted attack.
By 1300 the Belgians had repaired casemate four and it began to open fire on
the glidermen, Witzig ordered Sergeant Harlos’ squad to silence the guns by
placing a12.5 Kg charge against the embrasure. The tactic proved effective and
casemate four stopped firing.

In the meantime the commander of Eben Emael, Major Jottrand, contacted
the post at Wonck approximately three miles away. He ordered a force of 233

men led by Lieutenant Levaque to attack the Germans, however every time the

Belgians began their march from Wonck to Eben Emael they were bombed by

Stukas. Consequently, by the time the troops reached the fort they were in no
condition {o fight, having sustained over 50% casualties. The other infantry
force which was still at the fort was never able to link up with Lavaque. At
1745 Lavaque attempted to take a small force of eight men and attack casemate
twelve. The glidermen spotted the force attempting to reach the casemate and
pinned them down with machine gun fire. Soon afterwards, the Stukas began
pounding the Belgian position and after an hour Lavaque retreated back to the
fort’s entrance.

At 2000, Major Jottrand decided to mount a counteratiack of his own. He

mustered 60 men and planned to sneak to the surface through an emergency
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exit. Unbeknownst to the Belgians the Germans had already discovered the
exit and just as Jottrand’s men were approaching the surface the Germans
detonated unother charge. The blast left a gaping hole in the fort. Jottrand
realizing he had lost the element of surprise elected to stay inside and fortify
his position to prevent German incursion into the interior.

Throughout the remainder of the early evening the Germans came under
constant, but ineffective fire, from various Belgian positions. Witzig decided
to consolidate his position, "I pulled my forces back in anticipation of a
counterattack on the northend."® It was then that Witzig realized that
casemate seventeen, which was positioned alongside the i:.:‘pert Canal, could
still engage advancing German infantry.* Although the glidermen tried three
times to destroy the guns they were unsuccessful each time. Wenzel said later,
"We tried to lower charges down on a rope, but the gun kept firing."*

At 2030 Jottraind issued defensive orders for the fort. Throughout the
night incoming artillery from both Belgian and German batteries along with
periodic explosions from Witzig's men kept the defenders of Eben Emael in a
constant state of fear. The men inside the fort were afraid that the Germans

would breech the makeshift defenses they had erected. The interior of the fort

¢ Ibid, Witzig.

4 Casemate seventeen wasn’t a primary objective because it couldn’t
destroy the bridges, but it could fire in the general direction of the advancing
troops, so Witzig wanted the casemate silenced.

4 Ibid,, Wenzel.




was in shambles. The explosions had cut off power to many areas. There was
minimal lighting, no air conditioning or heat, and smoke permeated the
majority of the spaces. All of these conditions added to the Belgians
apprehensions. Additionally, "the Belgians didn’t know how many Germans
there were [on the sutface of the fort)."* ‘ “

Throughout the night, Witzig’s men continued to assault those casemates
and cupolas that were still harassing the Germans. By morning the fort was
virtually out of commission although Stukas continued to bomb the heavy guns
until approximately 1200 that afternoon. At 0830 Witzig was officially relieved
by elements of the 151st Infantry Regiment. He buried his six dead and
departed Eben Emael at approximately 0930. At 1215 Major Jottrand sent
Captain Vamecq to meet with the Germans and arrange a surrér der of the fort.
Before Vamecq could discuss details of the surrender Belgians from inside
Eben Emae-l came pouring out their arms raised in defeat. ;&t exactly 1227,
Jottrand officially surrendered the fortress at Eben Emael. The Belgians had
lost 25 killed and 63 wounded and the Germans had destroyed ten of the
seventeen casemates and cupolas. Before they surrendered the Belgians

destroyed casemate thirty-three and the 120mm guns thus leaving only five

operational defenses.

“ Ibid., Witzig.
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Figure 2-21. Glidermen From Witzig's Platoon the Day Following the

Assault.
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G. ANALYSIS
1. Crtique

There is little debate that the assault on Eben Emael was one of the
most decisive victories in the history of special operations. Sixty-nine German
glidermen engaged and soundly defeated a Belgian force ten times their size

protected by the largest fort of its day. It is the best example in modern times

of a well defined plan thoroughly rehearsed and flawlessly executed.




Were the objectives worth the risk? Hitler felt it was absolutely
necessary to check the Anglo-French forces in Belgium and Northern France by
convincing them that the main German attack was coming through Holland
across the Albert Canal and down from the north. In order for this deception
to work, the Germans had to get two Corps (Schmidt's 39th Pahzeg and
Hoepner 16th Panzer) into Belgium as soon as possible. The failure to check
the Anglo-French forces would allow those units to reinforce the French Ninth
and Second Armies which were guarding the axis of the real main assault
coming through the Ardennes. The only access into Belgium was acicss the
Albert Canal. Securing the three bridges guarded by the fortress at Eben Emael
were the key to German success in that region. Had the bridges fallen and
Eben Emael survived the glidermen’s attack; the Belgians cou.ld have delayed
the German advance long enough for the Anglo-French forces in the north to
see the pla;\ unfold and reallocate their forces accordingly. Cohsequently, there
should be nu question that destroying the fort was necessary and the risks
worth the effort.

Was the plan developed to maximize superiority over the enemy and
minimize the risk to the assault force? In the case of Eben Emael it is
reasonable to ask if the Luftwaffe alone could have rendered the fort
inoperable -- thereby minimizing the risk to ground forces? Discounting the
three bridges, which had to be seized quickly by ground forces to defuse the

explosives, could Stuka dive bombers have destroyed the fort's guns which
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threatened the German armored advance? As the case study shows the Stuka’s
were very successful at deterring the Belgian infantry from reinforcing and
counterattacking the glidermen, however they had little effect on the steel and
reinforced concrete casemates and cupolas. The defenses had been designed
to withstand aerial bombing both in the way they were built and where they
were positioned. Casemate thirty-three withstood over twenty-four hours of
constant bombing before the guns eventually failed. It was the introduction
of the hollow charges which were able to penetrate the hardened gun positions
that made the fort vulrerable. Additionally, speed in destroying the guns was
essential. Had the glidermen failed to render the guns inoperable within the
first half hour the Belgians could have fired on their own bridges halting the
German advance.”” No other force offered the advantage of ‘surprlse, speed,
and destructive capability as did the glidermen.

iVas the mission executed according to plan and if not what
extenuating circumstances dictated the outcome? The plan to seize Eben Emael
did not change much from its original inception. It was rehearsed in various
forms from November 1939 to May 1940 and with a few notable exceptions it
was executed exactly as planned. As mentioned neither Lt. Witzig nor Sergeant
Maier’s squad arrived with the other elements. However, the plan had foreseen

such contingencies. Witzig's role was command and control. When he failed

7, Although not well documented cupola twenty-three fired upon an
destroyed a lesser known bridge at Lanaye.
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to arrive, Wenzel ably took over. Later Wenzel remarked, "The officers had
trained all of the men so well that the officers were expendable."® The plan
also called for one squad in reserve. When Maier's squad failed to arrive,
Wenzel ordered Sergeant Huebel to attack casemate twenty-six. Resupply and
close air support were both coordinated ahead of time and were inshumehhl
in allowing the glidermen to sustain their positions and prevent Belgian
counterattacks.

The raid appears to have been executed as planned and within the
scope of possible contingencies. The only shortfalls were the element’s failure
to destroy casemate seventeen and the apparent lack of cogrdination on the
glider launch. Although casemate seventeen had been targeted as an objective
for Squad VI, the casemate was not in a position to destroy th'e bridges -- only
harass the German infantry. Therefore, failing to render it inoperable did not
impinge or; the initial success of the mission. Nonetheless it was a target, and
no viable plan was devised to render it inoperable.

A full scale glider launch was never conducted for fear of
compromising the operation. Had Koch been able to secure a discrete landing
field he should have conducted at least one launch sequence involving all 42

gliders and accompanying tow planes.

8 1bid., Mrazek, 115.
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What modifications could have improved the outcome? Considering
the magnitude of the problem and the fact that all the primary objectives were
destroyed within twenty minutes; it is doubtful that any modifications to the

plan would have improved upon success.

2. Relative Superiorty
The assault on Eben Emael may be the best representation of relative
superiority in modermn day special operations. The attacking force was
numerically inferior ~outnumbered ten to one. The fortifications surrounding
Eben Emael were some of the finest of their day. And yet, a small, lightly
equipped force, destroyed the fort's main batteries in twenty minutes and
eventually compelled the fort's commander to surrender thgeﬁﬁre garrison.
Figure 2-24 shows that the attacking force became vulnerable as they
began their final approach onto the fort. The machine guns tasked with anti-
aircraft duty actually hit six of the nine gliders as they descended. The
German'’s vulnerability was minimized by surprise and the Probability of
Mission Completion curve rose sharply as each glider made its landing. With
all the gliders on the ground relative superiority was achieved, that is -- a
condition existed where the Germans had a decisive advantage over the
Belgians. The German’s Probability of Mission Completion strongly
outweighed their probability of failure. On the 4raph this is shown as a
significant rise above the Relative Superiority Line. The Belgians didn’t realize

the precarious position they were in; they viewed the fortress as invulnerable
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to infantry attack. Even with no one manning the casemates, it would have

been difficult for a conventional force to destroy the thick concrete bunkers.

With the 50 Kg shape charges, however, all the German glidermen had to do

was place the charges, pull the nine second fuse, and stand back.

THE ASSAULT ON EBEN EMAEL
" RELATIVE SUPERIORITY GQRAPH
PRODAIILITY ALL QLIDERS LANDED
COMMANDOS BEGIN ASSAULT
mamou RS ACHIEVED
COMPLETION * _____________________________________________________________
AREA ALL PRIMARY TARGETS
OF =4 DESTROYRD — MC
VULNERADILITY
RO LINE Jooiee ket m e taesate s sasan e ansssnane
GLIDERS BEAIN LANDING
- —
| 1 | | | 1 )
10 16 20 28 30
POINT
or
VULNERABILITY TIME
(MINUTES)
10 MAY 1940

Figure 2-24. The Assault On Eben Emael.

Clearly the glidermen were vulnerable between achieving relative superiority

and mission completion, however, by using pre-rehearsed tactics and moving

quickly, they were able to subdue the machine gunners in the casemates and
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place their charges. Within fiftcen minutes of landing all the primary
casemates that threatened the three bridges were destroyed.

Even if we define mission completion as the surrender of the fortress
and extend the graph out 24 hours; the additional Area of Vulnerability would
be negligible owing to the close air support provided by the Stukas and the
bomber's ability to suppress any Belgian counterattack.

Could a large conventional force have achieved the same results?
No. The fort was designed to repel ground forces, both armored and infantry.
Had the Germans attempted a conventional assault they may have been able
to destroy the fortress, but not before the Belgian guns destt:oyed the bridges.
A parachute assault would not have been possible for a large force, for the
same reasons it was discounted for a small force ~ the paracl';uﬁsts would be
too widely dispersed and coualdn’t carry enough ordnance. And, although the
surface of ében Emael was sufficient to handle nine gliders, a lirge gliderborne
force would not have had enough room to land.

In the end, relative superiority was achieved so quickly and was so
dominant, that the Belgians could not have prevented the Germans from
completing their mission. In the next section we will see how adhering to the
Principles of Special Operations aliowed the Germans to gain relative

superiority and sustain it until mission completion.
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3. Principles of Special Operation
a. Simplicity
Although Hitler is often admonished for his lack of strategic and

tactical acumen, his plan for seizing the fort at Eben Emael was brilliant both
in its strategic vision and tactical simplicity. Prior to the assault no one would
have believed that Eben Emael could be taken, much less by so small a force.
In 1938, Lieutenant Albert Torreele toured the fortress, and later as the Belgian
Attache to the United States stated:

An officer member of the garrison of the fort led us to many of the outer

defences and showed what each was intended for, We went to the walls

and looked over countless rows of barbed wire. He led us to the only

door on the surface set deep in concrete. It appeared like the heavy steel

door of a bank vault. From here infantry in reserve would issue to repel

any enemy fortunate enough to get by the tough ground defences. He

took us deep into the interior and we trudged many miles to the end of

the tunnels, visiting the crews and the guns of emplacements we had seen

on the surface...I got the impression of tremendous power and first rate

efficiency. I was convinced nothing could happen.®
The problem of seizing the fort seemed insurmountable. But, by limiting the
objectives, using good intelligence, and innovative tactics and technology the
Germans were able to simplify the problem significantly.

Witzig, who "developed the specifics of the plan,” knew that only

certain casemates or cupolas had guns capable of reaching and destroying the

three bridges -- and this was Hitler’s main concern.*® Other casemates could

¥ Ibid., Mrazek, 31-32. (Emphasis added)
® Ibid., Witzig. |

929




still lob 75mm rounds on the advancing infantry regiment and Panzer division,
but by attempting to destroy all nineteen casemates and cupolas, Witzig would
have to either incfease the size of his assault and glider force or give each
squad multiple targets. The assauit cn Eben Emael already required Witzig's
entire engineer platoon. Consequently, additional forces would have to come
from outside the platoon, and to break unit integrity, on a mission this critical,
was considered unacceptable. Giving each squad an additional target would
aiso have significantly complicated the operations. As it was, each squad,
which had seven or eight men, carried two 50 Kg shaped charges, two 12.5 Kg
shaped charges, three bangalore torpedoes, a flame thrower and a host of other
ordnance and assault equipment -- all for one casemate or cupola.n Adding
one more target to each squad would have complicated the command and
control, required additional fire and movement training, and increased the
number of-gliders to handle the added weight of twice the ordnance.” After
consultation with Koch, Witzig chose to forego some of the smaller casemates

and concentrate on the real threat.

51 Sergeant Harlos and Squad VI were the only ones who had two targets;
cupola fourteen, which turned out to be a false target, and casemate seventeen
which was positioned along the Albert Canal.

2 During an interview with Helmut Wenzel he stated that some of the DFS
230 gliders were uver their maximum take-off weight of 4630 1bs. This he
concluded was "why later sone of the tow ropes broke."
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Intelligence for the operation helped simplify the plan by
reducing the number of unknown factors, Witzig knew exactly how many
casemates and cupolas there were -- and where they were located. He knew the
dimensions of the landing area and what surface obstacles could impede a
glider assault. He had blueprints that showed the inside of the fortress and the
emergency exits used for conducting a counterattack. All of this intelligence
allowed Witzig to plan his training around a realistic scenario: the demolition
training was against casemates that resembled Eben Emael’s bunkers; the
gliders learned to land in an area comparable to the surface of the fort; and
even the physical training (running the exact distances, climbing the casemate
walls) was based on intelligence provided to Witzig,. |

Innovation played a major role in simplifying thé plan to assault
Eben Emael. Although the surface of Eben Emael had a large enough "drop
zone" for a small number of troops, the Germans, after conduéting several test
drops concluded that the platoon would be too widely dispersed to be effective.
Additionally, parachutists could not carry enough ordnance and the sound of
propeller driven jump aircraft would have compromised surprise.

Although gliders had been around for quite some time, they had
never been used in actual combat. Their unique capability to land troops and
their equipment within fifteen to thirty yards of the target was an undeniable
advantage owed to new technology. The DFS 230 was newly designed and

modified specifically to meet the demands of landing on a grassy strip. Even
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today there are very few air insertion techniques that can deliver ten men and
their equipment with that level of accuracy. * -

The most significant technological innovation was, of course, the
shape charge. This was the first time this explosive device had ever been used
in combat. The shape charge’s ability to penetrate both the six inch thick steel
cupolas and the reinforced concrete of the casemates was unquestionably the
single most important factor in the success of the mission. Within the first
twenty minutes the glidermen had destroyed casemates 18, 12, 19, 13, 26, and
partially immobilized casemate 30. Additionally, they destroyed cupolas 14, 16,
(false cupolas) 23, and 31. The Belgians were so stunned by ghe swiftness with
which their defenses were incapacitated that they never recovered. The
glidermen continued to inflict severe damage on addiﬁor;al cupolas and
machine gun embrasures with both the 50 Kg and 12.5 Kg shape charges.

) The more difficult a plan is the longer it will take to execute,
consequently the greater the Area of Vulnerability. By limiting the objectives
and using good intelligence and innovation to overcome the obstacles -- a plan

can be reduced to its simplest terms. And, a simple plan is the base upon

which rests the remainder of the operation.

b. Security

The German’s operational security throughout the planning and

preparation for the assault on Eben Emael was extensive -- but not overbearing,.

From the time Koch received his orders, until the day of the attack, only the




assault element leaders (the officers) were told the exact name and location of
the objectives. Security was considered paramount to achieving surprise.
Assault Force Granite changed its name each time it moved to a new location.
The troops were given cover stories and cover names. Guards were assigned
to each unit to ensure no "inadvertent” information was divulged. Letters were
censured by Major Koch's staff. In the last days prior to the assault, all
personnel were restricted to the base and when necessary transported in
covered furniture vans to hide their presence. An operational deception plan
placed phoney news stories in local papers to conceal the glidermen'’s activities
and special units set off smoke makers to hide the force from aerial
observation. But, even with all this production, the operational security never
inhibited proper preparation. With only one exception, a fuli scale launch of
all 42 gliders, all phases of the mission were rehearsed again and again.

) It is important for security personnel to understand what aspects
of the mission absolutely have to be concealed. This allows operational
security to be more effective and less restrictive - overall. Even with all the
German'’s operational security, the Belgians at Eben Emael were prepared to
halt an attack, even a gliderborne attack — albeit not effectively.

The "Phoney War" had been brewing since 1939, with
anticipation of a German full scale attack into Belgium and Holland. The days
preceding 10 May, the fort at Eben Emael had several false alarms and all the

soldiers in the fort were recalled to their stations. The Belgians realized that
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the Germans might attack at any moment. They were just not worried because
the fort seemed indestructible - particularly to an airborne assault. The surface
of the fort had barbed wire, anti-aircraft guns, a tank moat, and infantry
fighting positions. Had the Germans attempted a parachute drop; the
parachutists would have been cut to pieces. So it was important for operational
security to hide the glider‘insertion method and, of course, essential to conceal
the time of the assault. Although it was important to conceal the name of the
unit, the personnel involved, and the demolition training on the casemates; had
any of this information leaked out, it is doubtful it would have dramatically
affected the outcome of the mission. Even if the Belgians hagl found out about
the glider training it is arguable whether they would have altered the surface
defenses of the fort. Why should they? What could gliderbom'e infantry forces
expect to achieve against concrete casemates and steel cupolas surrounded by
machine gt-ms and barbed wire? Even if the Belgians had learned about the
shaped charges, it is doubtful that they could have developed countermeasures
to protect the casemates. It was the timing of the mission that was most crucial
to conceal. Had the Belgians known the time of the attack, they could easily
have prevented the Germans from succeeding - even with the ineffective
surface defenses. A couple of well manned machine guns could have held the
glidermen at bay and prevented them from ever gaining relative superiority.
Consequently, operational security must understand the nature of a special

operation mission; that is, it is the method of insertion and the timing that are
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the most crucial. The fact that a mission is pending should be concealed -- but

not at the expense of proper preparation.

¢ Repefition
At finst the plan didn’t look good. I thought ‘we’ve really gotten
ourselves into it this ime.’ But, as we practiced more and more on the
bunkers, it became apparent it would work.”
Sergeant Helmut Wenzel
On 3 November 1939, Koch received his mission orders. From
November until May, Storm Detachment Koch, which included Witdg's
Granite Force, prepared for the assault on Eben Emael. Although some of this
time was spent recruiting glider pilots and sending Witzig's engineers to
advanced demolition school; at least four months time was used in direct
preparation for the attack. Witzig was known as a detail man, and during the
planning and preparation phase he ensured no detail was left unaddressed.
The glider pilots, both Luftwaffe and the more skilled "civilian" pilots, flew
dozens of flight profiles that corresponded to the landing on Eben Emael. At
first these flights were done without full loads, but eventually all Witzig's
engineers and their equipment were placed in the DFS 230 and "flew many,

many times."® Before 10 May, every pilot could take-off at night, fly the

2 Ibid,, Wenzel.
% Ibid.,, Wenzel.




profile, and land on a grassy surface within 15 to 30 yards of their target.
Witzig even ensured that all the glider pilots were capable of using the
weapons and shape charges carried by the engineers.

While the pilots were flying, the engineers were conducting
mock drills; first in a large field with nothing but markers to signify the
casemates, and then on actual casemates and cupolas on the Czech and Polish
borders. Witzig's men conducted hundreds of partial drills and at least two
full dress rehearsals with the gliders and full equipment. The only aspect of
the mission the Germans didn’t conduct was a full glider launch of the entire
Storm Detachment Koch. This would have entailed tow launching all 42
gliders involved in both the assault on Eben Emael and the three bridges. It
was decided that rehearsing the launch could have compromised security, so
the idea was abandoned. Unfortunately, having practiced only in individual
elements, ;vhen it came time to orchestrate the entire launch sequence, the
logistic problem suddenly became clear. Although Witzig’s group launched
without difficulty, the remaining gliders were several minutes late taking off
when the tow planes and gliders began to "stack" up. This time delay cost
precious minutes and was responsible for the failure of Assault Force "Iron" to
gain surprise at Canne, subsequently resulting in the bridge’s destruction and

the loss of several German lives.”® Repetition as manifested in realistic

3 Assault Force Iron, under the command of Lieutenant Schaechter was
tasked with capturing the Canne bridge intact. The Belgians had wired the
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rehearsals is the litmus test of simplicity. Concepts that seem easy on paper,
may in fact be difficult in practice. Consequently, it is imperative that all
facets of an operation be rehearsed prior to the mission.
d Surprise

Most historians view the raid on Eben Emael as a classic example
of employing surprise to gain a tactical advantage over the enemy. They sight
Belgian unpreparedness to defend against a glider assault as the main reason
for the Fort's demise. It is interesting to note just how prepared the Belgians
were and what elements of surprise really contributed to the German’s success.

On May 10th at 0030 the local Belgian commaq;l headquarters at
Liege notified the fort at Eben Emael of German movement across the Dutch
border. It had been the third alert that month and received an unenthusiastic
response by the troops stationed in the nearby town. Nonetheless most of the
available B.elgian defenders were at their posts by 0300. At 0315, one hour
before the gliders appeared in the sky, Lieutenant Longdoz reported his crews
were manning the four pairs of multiple-mount anti-aircraft guns. At
approximately 0400 Belgian outposts reported inbound aircraft at an altitude of
4-5000 feet.

bridge with explosives and when Schaechter’s assault force failed to gain
surprise and then had difficulty exiting his gliders -- the Belgians destroyed the
bridge. Assault Force Iron lost four dead and six seriously wounded.
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As the gliders released from the tow planes at 0415 many of the
Belgian gun crews stovd dumbfounded as the silent aircraft descended on to
the fort. There was a momentary delay before the anti-aircraft and light
machine guns began firing, nevertheless six of the nine gliders were hit by
gunfire although none were seriously damaged. As the gliders landed most
were immediately taken under fire by machine guns from the cupolas or the
nearby hanger. Although there were no built in defenses against glider assault
(such as triangular steel anti-tank obstacles) the surface of the fort was ringed
with barbed wire (which many of the gliders landed in) and fighting positions
to counter enemy infantry troops. There is no doubt that the Belgians were
surprised by the glider assault, however I would argue that they were
unprepared to deal with the situation. |

The real surprise was not the manner in which the Gertnans
inserted ra;her it was the swift employment of the 50 Kg shabed charges that
completely caught the Belgians unprepared. Although the casemates were
constructed to withstand both enemy artillery and aerlal bombardment, the
shaped charge was new technology and there were ne countermeasures
available. To the Belgian defenders the gliders and their German commandos
presented an insignificant threat provided the Belgians could retreat into the
sanctity of the hardened fortress. From their steel cupolas they could employ
overlapping fields of fire to decimate any infantry on the surface of the fort.

The Belgians were prepared to deal with both air and ground assaults. What
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they were not prepared to deal with was the sudden and complete destruction
of their fortified casemates and cupolas. This was the real surprise!
e. Speed

The chief problem which Witzig's group would face was time. Although

there would be no declaration of war to warn the Belgian authorities and

although it was anticdipated that the noiseless approach of the gliders

swooping out of the dawn sky would give the attackers the advantage of

surprise, this would give the attackers at the most 60 minutes. Thereafter,

the enemy’s growing strength both inside and outside the fort would

come into play.*

It was 0425 when the first glider landed atop the fortress at Eben

Emael. Within the first 20 minutes all squads had reported back to Wenzel that
their missions were complete -- well before the allotted 60 minutes. Had the
glidermen extracted from the fort at that moment they still would have
achieved their major objective of destroying the main guns covering the
bridges at Canne, Vroenhoven and Veldwezelt. The "special operations” aspect
of the mission was complete. However, the original plan called for Witzig to
hold the fort for four hours until relieved by the Engineer Battalion of the 151st
Infantry Regiment. Consequently, he was prepared to "go conventional"
immediately following accomplishment of the main objective. His men, under
the guidance of Wenzel, dug in and positioned themselves to repel Belgian

counterattacks. Even with preparations for an extended stay, problems beg .n

to arise as the glidermen were forced to hold the fort longer than planned.

% Ibid., Lucus, Mﬂg@ 21,

109




Special operations forces by virtue of their insertion methods are
generally unable to sustain operations for an extended period. Whether by
glider, parachute, or C-130 aircraft commandos are limited in their firepower
by what they can carry. Speed is essential to n.nimize time on target and
maximize available resources. Witzig’s company had the advantage of being
within range of continuous air support, a luxury not normally available to most
"behind the lines" operations. Nevertheless as time passed several
counterattacks were attempted first by Captain Wakeman and his forty Belgians
then by Lieutenant Lavaque and his reinforced company from Wonck.
Additionally, Major Jottrand tried several times to extricate the glidermen from
the surface of his fort. Without Luftwaffe support Witzig would not have been
able to receive ammunition resupply nor the fire support he ciearly needed to
accomplish the holding action.

) Evca with this prolonged action their can be little doubt that the
first several minutes dictated the outcome of the entire mission. Witzig spent
six months of training to ensure every aspect of the initial phase, from
departing the glider, to assembling the shaped charge, to reporting the results
was completed as quickly as possible. Unfortunately for the Belgians -- his
training paid off.
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f. Purpose

We had been cooped up for months and had been transformed into
killers. Everything we had done was in preparation for this hour...There
was unyielding determination in each man’s eyes. Those who are our
friends, are our strong loyal friends; those who are our enemies will find
us u!:;yielding enemies. With this feeling we could search out the devil in
hell

The principle of purpose is always viewed from two directions;
the purpose of the missloln as stated in the operation order and the "sense of
purpose” or personal commitment that each soldier brings to the battle. First,
the individual soldier must understand the purpose of the mission so that, if
required, he can react without supervision -~ knowing that his actions are
consistent with the mission directive. As Wenzel said later, "They [the troops]
must be able to recognize the situation and act accordingly."* This ability to
act "accordingly" requires the plan to be clearly articulated to the troops. In the
case of Eben Emael the individual soldier had a simple task: exit the glider,
place the charge on the casemate, pull the fuse, extract and then survive until
relief arrives -- that was it! Understanding the purpose of his individual
mission was easy. However, understanding the overall picture, while being
counterattacked by the Belgians, also needed to be simple. Fortunately, it was.

When Witzig failed to arrive to control the actions at the objective, Wenzel

¥ Ibid., Mrazek, 62, 65. Attributed to Corporal M. Wilhelm Alefs of Squad
Seven. (Emphasis added)

8 [bid., Wenzel.
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quickly took command. He knew exactly what had to be done. He notified
Koch that the casemates were destroyed and then consolidated his forces and
set up defensive positions. Wenzel had a clear understanding of where all the
squads were, even though he could not see them from his position. When it
became apparent that Max Maier's squad did not artive, Wenzel quickly
redirected an available squad to destroy Maier’s assigned target. Wenzel could
also visualize the Belgian’s situation and was prepared to counter their efforts;
which he did successfully several times. Although Wenzel became the "hero
of Eben Emael;" the purpose of the mission was so clearly understood by most,
if not all the participants, that any of the soldiers probably could have
commanded the actions at the fort.

There are countless reasons to be personally lcommitted to a
mission. But, whether the commitment is for God, country, or self; there must
be a sense ;f purpose instilled into each soldier. It may never be needed if the
operation goes according to plan, but when the fricions of war are at their
peak and the enemy is threatening to repel the attack -- that’s when a sense of
purpose is absolutely necessary. There are several examples of this sense of
purpose during the assault on Eben Emael. To Rudolf Witzig, a sense of
purpose was instilled through the knowledge that Hitler had personally
planned and directed the operation and that Witzig, as the mission commander,
was responsible for its outcome. Witzig was so committed to the purpose, that

after his glider was forced to land short of the fortress, he commandeered
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another tow plane and arrived at Eben Cmael three hours later - in the middle
of the battle. Wenzel, although shot in the head by a sniper (a scar which he
still bears today) continued to direct his portion of the operation. After
destroying casemate twelve, Sergeant Arendt, leader of Squad Ill, seized upon
the opportunity to enter the fortress. Without regard for his own life, he
proceeded deep into the fort dropping 3 Kg charges as he went. This act of
boldness frightened the Belgians so badly that they reconsidered any attempts
to counterattack through that opening. The Germans were "merciless” in their
attack.” While, according to Witzig, "[the Belgians] didn’t have the fighting
courage."” Without a sense of purpose it will be difﬁcult_, to overcome the
"stronger form of warfare." In the case of the assault on Eben Emael the

Germans had purpose and the Belgians apparently did not.

% Ibid., Wenzel.

9 Ibid. Witzig,




III. THE ITALIAN MANNED TORPEDO ATTACK AGAINST ‘

THE BRITISH AT ALEXANDRIA, EGYPT ~19 DECEMBER 1941

A. BACKGROUND

On 10 June 1940, Germany invaded France, and Italy subsequently
declared war on France aqd Britain. In the Mediterranean Sea the Briﬁs‘h had
secured vital ports at Gibraltar, Malta, and Alexandria. From these ports the
British Fleet controlled key lines of supply between Europe and North Africa.
In March 1941, the Italian Navy lost three cruisers to the British in the Battle
of Cape Matapan. Until they could build more ships, the Italians had to limit
their naval activities to convoy escort duty. In the meantime, the British ruled
the Mediterranean and there seemed to be little the Italians could do.
Mussolini knew that the key to success in the Mediterranean meant restoring ‘
Italian naval power. With control of the Mediterranean "beleagucred Malta
would fall like a ripe plum. Erwin Rommel’s flying squadrons in North Africa
would be sure of a flow of supplies and the small British Army [in Egypt]
would wither for lack of the same."’ The assault on the British Fleet took
many forms including aerial bombing from the Italian Air Force and German
U-Boat attacks. The greatest success achieved by the Axis, however, came from

an unlikely source, Italian frogmen.

! Bruce Wilkinson, By Sea and By Stealth, (New York: Coward-McCann, Inc., .
1956), 39.



In 1938, the fledgling Italian First Light Flotilla was tasked with
interdicting British shipping at sea and in port: This mission was to become
the focus of the Italian frogmen for the next three years. By the end of the war
the Italians had sunk over 265,000 tones of British shipping. The most famous
of these operations occurred on 19 December 1941, when six Italian divers
riding manned torpedoes entered Alexandria Harbor in Egypt and sank two
British battleships, HMS VALIANT and HMS QUEEN ELIZABETH, the tanker
SAGONA, and badly damaged the cruiser HMS JERVIS. The attack on
Alexandria was one of the most successful special operations, of any kind,
during World War II and shows the value of well executed underwater
operations.

Even before World War II, the Italians had a history of r.laval commando
operations, but it was one mission in particular that inspired two young naval
engineers ;:o develop the manned totpedo that would be so successful in the
Mediterranean. In October 1918 two Italians in a 65 foot torpedo patrol boat
travelled from Venice to mouth of Pola Harbor and attached mines to the vessel
VIRIBUS UNITIS. The following day the mines exploded and the vessel sank
in place. Years later, the lessons of this success inspired two young naval
engineers, Teseo Tesei and Elios Toschi, to develop the manned torpedo.
Toschi described the "new weapon system" as follows:

The new weapon is in size and shape very similar to a torpedo but it is

in reality a miniature submarine with entirely novel features, electrical
propulsion and a steering wheel similar to that of an aeroplane. The
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innovation of greatest interest is the pomt that the crew, instead of '
remaining enclosed and more or less helpless in the interior, keep outside
the structure.?

In 1935, plans for the manned torpedo were sent to the Naval Ministry
and two prototypes were authorized. Thirty mechanics from the Submarine
Weapons Station at La Spezia spent several months construrting the torpedoes
and by January 1936 the prototypes were ready for testing. The tests were
conducted under the watchful eye of Admiral Falangola of the Naval Ministry
who after observing the demonstration authorized further testing and
construction of additional torpedoes. By the years end a small cadre of manned
torpedo pilots assembled at La Spezia and began training with the new

weapon.

This concept of attacking ships in port was well received by the Italian

Naval Staff, if not the entire Navy, and in addition to the manned torpedoes,
high speeci motor boats loaded with explosives were develoi:ed for the same
purpose. The motorboats, the brainchild of the Italian General of Aviation
Duke Amedeo of Aosta, were originally wooden framed with a waterproof
canvas cover. Tne engine was horizontally aligned to allow the maximum
space in the bow for the placement of explosives. The pilot of the motorboat

would guide the craft on a collision course with the target ship and at the last

moment jump off and attempt to escape. The pilot had a float which kept him

2 J. Valerio Borghese, Sea Devils, trans. James Cleugh (Chicago: Henry Regnery
Company, 1954), 14.
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above the water during the explosion. In 1938, these high speed motor boats
along with the manned torpedoes were placed under the command of
Commander Paolo Aloisi and designated the First Light Flotilla.

In 1939, as the possibility of war loomed greater, the Naval Staff ordered
the production of 12 manned torpedoes and recruited more volunteers to pilot
these secret weapons. The recruitment and subsequent training proceeded
slowly at first, for although the Naval Staff supported the initiative, some
elements within the Italian Navy were suspicious of this new organization and
helped only reluctantly. Nevertheless, by January 1940 the first launch of a
manned torpedo from a submarine was conducted in the Gulf of La Spezia
from the Italian submarine AMETISTA. In command of the AMETISTA was
Commander J. Valerio Borghese. Borghese later became co.mmander of the
SCIRE and was a prominent player in operations with the Italian frogmen.
During the exercise the AMETISTA surfaced with the deck just slightly awash.
Three manned torpedoes launched over the side and the divers proceeded
submerged into the entrance of the harbor. Once inside the harbor they
"attacked" the Italian vessel QUARTO, exited the harbor and began their retutn
to the submarine. While returning to the submarine the frogmen tried a new
rendezvous and docking system which used short wave underwater signals to
guide the manned torpedoes back to the AMETISTA. Although the rendezvous

with the submarine was completed, the short wave docking system proved

unsuccessful. This, however, made no difference, for a decision was made that




precluded the need to use the rendezvous system. There would be no more
rendezvouses. From that moment onward the Italians planned their operations
based on a one-way insertion by the manned torpedoes. This provided the
maximum standoff distance for the parent submarine and allowed the divers
to use 211 their energy for the insertion and engagement. Escape came only
after completing the mission and required the frogmen to swim to land and
linkup with agents or partisans. The success of the exercise added momentum
to the weapons program and subsequently new prototypes were developed and
the older manned torpedoes were upgraded. The First Light Flotilla was soon

ready for war.

B. ALEXANDRIA HARBOR, EGYPT

Alexandria Hatbor is located in Egypt on the west side of the Nile Delta.
During World War II the British occupied the harbor using it-as their primary
operating base in the eastern Mediterranean. The harbor was almost fully
enclosed by a long quaywall which extended from the old fort batteries on the
northern peninsula across the entrance to the southern flank. The channel
leading into the harbor was on the southern end and access was controlled by
use of an antisubmarine net. The net was only opened when authorized
vessels were entering. Intelligence reports transmitted to the Italians at La

Spezia noted the following fixed and mobile defenses:

(a) minefield 20 miles NW of harbour; (b) line of ‘lobster-pots’ arranged
at a depth of 30 fathoms in a circle with a radius of about six miles; (c)




line of detector cables closer in; (d) groups of ‘lobster-pots’ in known
. positions; (e) net barriers relatively easy to force; (f) advanced observation
line beyond minefield.} -

"Lobster pots" were small explosives devices that detonated on command.
From the northern battery a line of these devices extended out in a westerly

direction for 2000 yards. .

Figure 3-1. Alexandria Harbor Circa 1940. (Impe:lal War Museum)
Inside the harbor the British battleships and cruisers were on a wartime alert
status and watch standers were constantly cautioned about the possibility of

saboteurs. The threat of saboteurs, although real, was not considered a serious

} Uffico Storico Della Marina Militare, | Mezz [ Assalto, translated by LCDR
Paolo Gianetti, (Rome: Ufficio Storico Della Marina Militare, 1991), 117.
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threat to the heavily armored battleships which lay anchored in the middle of
the harbor. The night of the operation there were two battleships in port, the
HMS QUEEN ELIZABETH and the HMS VALIANT. Both ships were of the
QUEEN ELIZABETH class and crewed by approximately 1184 officers and men.
The QUEEN ELIZABETH commissioned on October 16, 1913 was 643 feet long,
104 feet wide, had a draft of 35 feet and displaced 35,000 tons fully loaded. The
battleship had four shafts driven by Parson’s geared turbines which propelled
it in excess of 24 knots and gave it a combat radius of 4,400 miles. Topside the
QUEEN ELIZABETH was equipped eight 15 inch guns mounted two apiece on
two turrets forward and aft; eight 6 inch guns all mounted furward of the
midsection; eight 4 inch anti-aircraft guns; four 3 pounders, five machine guns,
ten Lewls aircraft machine guns; four aircraft and twenty 4.5 inch guns as
secondary armament.

To l;rotect against air, surface and subsurface attack the QUEEN
ELIZABETH was one of the most heavily armored ships of its time. On the
waterline there was 13 inches of armor plating surrounding the ship with other
critical areas i.e. torpedo rooms, gunhouses, battery storage rooms all having
from 4 to 11 inches of armor plating. On deck there was between 1 and 3
inches of armor to protect from aerial bombardment. Unfortunately for the
Bri‘ish the flat bottom of the battleship was virtually unprotectéd and offered

a well exposed target for the Italian frogmen. The VALIANT was was virtually

identical to the QUEEN ELIZABETH except shorter by four feet. Surrounding




all the high value targets were antitorpedo nets. Erected in a circle 30 yards
from the vessels, these nets were made of steel mesh suspended by large buoys
and hung down to a depth of 40 feet. Designed to keep air dropped torpedoes
from hitting the ships, these nets could be circumvented by the Italian frogmen
either by cutting them or going over or under them.

Also in port the evening of 19 December was the French battleship
LORRAINE and several smaller British cruisers and tankers. The Italian
frogmen also had to contend with countless small boats motoring from pier to
ship as a part of the normal in port routine. The security surrounding the port
was extensive, but the Italians had learned their lessons from several previous

operations and were prepared to make the attack on Alexandria a success.

C. TENTH LIGHT FLOTILLA

With -the advent of war in the Mediterranean the Italian Navy quickly
began to increase its number of manned torpedoes and high speed boats with
the idea of attacking the British Navy where they anchored. To man these new
weapons the Navy established a recruiting and training program at the
Training Centre of Sea Pioneers at Leghorn near the Italian Naval Academy.
All the men chosen for the First Light Flotilla were volunteers. At the training

center they were screened to ensure they met the correct physical and "moral"
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standards necessary to join this unique outfit! Each man’s moral standards ‘
were accessed to be good only after an extensive search into the individuals
background. This search included a financial background check, a review of
the applicants farnily history, and a look into recent romantic involvements that
might impact his ability to function under stress. After a thorough check the
applicant was required to be interviewed by the commanding officer of the
training center to gauge "his spirit, ideas, stamina and mental formation," In
addition to this screening process each applicant received physical training and
extensive instruction in use of the underwater breathing apparatus. Spartaco
Schergat one of the Italians who would later participate in the attack on
Alexandria thought the six month class was going to teach him to be a
"frogman."® He was surprised when he got to Leghorn for &£Mn3: .

They tricked me! Instead of swimming with flippers they taught me to
use the Belloni Aqualung. They made me walk on the bottom for four
houss carrying a big heavy drum to simulate a bomb.’

‘ When the war started the Italian Navy recognized the need for more "assault
swimmers" and attempted to recruit nationally ranked athletes from the Italian
Swimmers’ League. Unfortunately most of the world class swimmers had already
been conscripted by the Army. Consequently, the First Light Flotilla bypassed normal
procedure and became a "joint" venture with swimmers from the Navy, Army and
.Alpine Corps.

' Ibid., Borghese, 32.

$ Schergat was under the impression that frogmen only used fins and swam on
the surface.

7 Spartaco Schergat, interviewed by CDR William H. McRaven, 4 November 1992,
Tape recording, translated by LCDR Paolo Gianetd, Monterey, CA.
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If the volunteer passed all the
physical and academic
examinations and met the
subjective criteria of the
commanding officers then he
was assigned to one of the
special branches, either
manned torpedoes or high
speed motor boats. The
diver's training continued for
a year until he could master
his agsault weapon.

The Italians were
exceptionally strict about
secrecy. No member of the
First Light Flotilla was ever to
reveal the nature of his work

to anyone outside his

Figure 3-2. Italian "Frogman" Wearing the
Belloni Aqualung and Dry Suit. (Royal
Submarine Museum)

immediate supervisors. This rule extended to those other men within the First

Light Flotilla who were not intimately involved with a members work.

Commander Borghese in his book Seq Devils makes it clear that this was not

an easy undertaking for most Italians:
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When one considers the extent to which most Italians feel a .
communicative urge, to show that they are well informed ard to boast,

one can realize what exceptional qualities were 12quired in these young

men; for it is sometimes easier to get an Italian to lay down his life than

to make the sacrifice of holding his tongue.®

Between 1936 and 1940 the Italian engineers at La Spezia developed
several prototypes and production model submersibles, manned torpedoes,
motorboats and ancillary equipment that was to be used by the First Light
Flotilla. These included the following:

* The SCL (Slow Speed Torpedo) human torpedo. This was an improved
version of the original manned torpedo. It was 6.7 meters long and
manned by two divers. Maximum speed was 2.5 m.p.h. with a range of
10 nautical miles and a submersion depth of 30 meters. The SCL was
propelled by a battery powered motor and the pilot maintained buoyancy
through forward and aft trim tanks. The tanks were blown dry with air
from bottles positioned in the midsection. The pilot steered the torpedo
using a magnetic compass and a depth gauge, both luminescent. The
warhead, contained in the bow, was 300 kg. of explosive. In the .
midsection behind the second diver was a tool chest containing net
cutters, air net lifters, clamps for attaching the explosives, and plenty of
line. -

* The modified touring motorboat MTM. This was an explosive motorboat
(E-Boat) which was 5.2 meters long and 1.9 meters wide. It was powered
by an Alfa Romeo engine and had a speed of 32 m.p.h. The bow
contained 300 kg. of explosives which separated upon impact with the
target and then detonated hydrostatical at a prearranged depth.

* The light touring motorboat MTB. This motorboat was similar in
construction to the MTM but was small enough to fit inside the chambers
aboard the transport submarines.

* The torpedo touring motorboat MTSM. This craft was designed to attack
ships at sea. It was larger than the MTM with a length of 7 meters and
a width of 2.3 meters. The MTSM was propelled by two Alfa Romeo

* Ibid., Borghese, 33.




engines and contained a torpedo launch tube situated aft. When fired the
‘ torpedo does a 180 degree turn passing underneath the MTSM and then
begins to pursue its target. It had a crew of two.

* The midget submarine CA. This was a 12 ton dry submarine crewed by
two men. It held two 450mm torpedoes and was later modified to carry
eight 100 kg. charges. The CA2, a later version, was part of an operation
to attack United States ships in New York hatbor. The defeat of Italy in
1943 canceled the mission.

* The CB was a larger version (30 tons) of the CA with a crew of four and
an increased range. The CBs were used extensively in the Black Sea and
were recponsible for sinking three Soviet Submarines.

In addition to the inventory of submersibles and motorboats the Italians
developed diving rigs and explosives to augment the diver's "bag of tricks."
These innovations included the following:

* Anunderwater breathing apparatus which used two high pressure oxygen
bottles and was good for six hours underwater. The oxygen travelled
from the bottles into a rubber breathing bag and then through a reduction

‘ regulator to the diver. The diver expelled air into a canister of soda lime
which eliminated the carbon dioxide and allowed the oxygen to be
recycled into the breathing bags for further consumption.

* A rubber dry suit which covered the diver from neck to toe leaving only
the head and hands exposed. Underneath the dry suit the divers wore
thick underwear. The suit was called a "Belloni suit" after its designer
Commander Belloni.

¢ The Leech. The Leech or Bug was a 2 kg. time fused explosive charge that
attached to the hull of a ship by means of air-cushion pressure. A free
swimming "assault swimmer" could carry five of these charges around his
waist.

* The Limpet. This explosive charge was 4.5 kg. which was clamped to the
hull and detonated by a "space fuse." The "space fuse" had a small
propeller which activated the detonator unly after the ship got underway
and attained a speed of five knots.
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By August 1940, while training for some of the frogmen was just ‘
beginning, the First Light Flotilla received its first mission; sink the aircraft
carrier ARK ROYAL and the battleships QUEEN ELIZABETH and VALIANT
in port at Alexandria. The submarine IRIDE was chosen to be the delivery
platform for the mission. The plan was for the IRIDE, which was not fitted
with deck chambers, to sail from La Spezia to the vicinity of Tobruk. Outside
Tobruk the submarine was to rendezvous with a support vessel carrying four
SLC manned torpedoes. The torpedoes would be lashed to the deck and the
IRIDE would transit to a point four miles outside Alexandria.’ There the
manned torpedoes would be launched to conduct their mission.
The IRIDE arrived outside Tobruk on the morning of 21 August. During
the afternoon of that duy British bombers returning from a mission noticed the ‘
support vessels in the isolated waters. The next day the support vessels
transferred the torpedoes to the IRIDE. As the submarine was beginning to
conduct a test dive to check the lashing of the torpedoes, three British torpedo
carrying aircraft bombed and sank the IRIDE in 15 meters of water. After the
aircraft departed twenty hours of salvage operations ensued. Eventually the

Italians succeeded in rescuing twenty members of the submarine crew along

* The manned torpedoes were only pressure tested to 30 meters, consequently the
submarine Iride was required to transit from Tobruk to Alexandria at that depth.
This relatively shallow depth made the submarine easier to detect from the air.
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with some of the embarked frogmen. The first attempt to attack the British had
' ended in disaster, but it was not to be the last misfortune.

The loss of the IRIDE was due, in part, to the requirement for the
torpedoes to be transferred and then lashed on deck. Consequently, two
submarines the GONDAR and the SCIRE were fitted with three chambers, one
forward and two aft. These chambers were specially designed to carry the
torpedoes. Once alterations were completed the GONDAR received orders to
renew the attack on Alexandria. The SCIRE also received orders to conduct a

simultaneous attack on the British Navy at Gibraltar.

e
[y

o .

Figure 3-3_ Ttalian Submarine SCIRE With Torpedo Transport
(Royal Submarine Museum)

Chambers.
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GONDAR arrived outside Alexandria on 29 September 1940. Soon after
arriving the submarine received orders to return to La Spezia, the British Navy
had departed Alexandria. While returning to Italy GONDAR was spotted by
British warships and subsequently sank after 12 hours of hide and seek.
Although most of the crew suivived several key members of the First Light
Flotilla were captured including Elios Toschi one of the original founders of
the organization. The SCIRE meanwhile had arrived at Gibraltar only to
receive similar orders to return to Italy. The British had sailed from Gibraitar
as well,

On 15 October 1940 the Tenth Light Flotilla, which had been a department
under the First Light Flotilla was formed as a separate organization under the
comimand of Commander Belloni. It retained its cover as a Subaquatic
Research Center for the study of problems of human life under water.

Later in October the SCIRE returned to Gibraltar and launched three
manned torpedoes which successfully penetrated British defenses.
Unfortunately, the divers experienced trouble with their torpedoes. Petty
Officer Emilio Bianchi, one of the divers recalled later;

The defenses at Gibraltar were very simple. We got through nets with no
problem, but then there was an explosion inside the pig [manned

torpedo]. The gases that came out of the batteries caught fire. Operation
BG2 [the attack or Gibraltar] was a fiasco, but it was useful because it
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. allowlc;d our technical staff to understand what went wrong in the pig and
fix it.

One of the three swim pairs was captured, but the other four men escaped
to Spain and returned to La Spezia. Bianchi and his officer Luigi Durand de
la Penne escaped and would later spearhead the attack against Alexandria.
Unfortunately for the Italians, the British were now fully aware of the
capabilities of the Italian divers."! On 25 May 1941, the SCIRE made its third
attempt against Gibraltar. Again the manned torpedoes penetrated the harbor
but found no warships at anchor. Mechanical difficulties prevented the crews
from achieving any success once in the harbor and all three swim pairs were
required to scuttle their torpedoes and escape to Spain.  Nevertheless, no
personnel were lost and the Italians viewed this experience as "realistic”

. training for the divers. Over the next three years, however, the Italians
conducted-seven operations against Gibraltar with a high degree of success:
At the cost of three men killed and three captured, Italian naval assault
units sank or damaged fourteen Allied ships of a total tonnage of 73,000,

The constant threat of silent attack in thz night demanded tens of
thousands of hours of vigilance by Naval and Army personnel.*

1 Emilio Bianchi, letter to CDR William H. McRaven of 22 May 1993, translated
by LCDR Paolo Gianetti.

11 Spartaco Shergat was apparently unaware that the British had gathered
extensive information on the capabilities of the manned torpedoes. During the
interview he stated that one of the reasons the attack on Alexandria was 30 "easy" was
that the British had no idea the Italians had such a weapon. The British, in fact, knew
quiet a bit about the Italian "pigs."

12, Frank Goldsworthy in the Sunday Express, 25 December 1949 quoted in Valerio
Borghese, Sea Devils, Chicago 1954,
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Later that summer in July 1941, the Italians had their greatest setback '
since forming the First Light Flotilla, The operation was against the British
Fleet at Malta. The plan called for a combined force of two manned torpedoes
and nine Explosive Boats (E-Boats). One manned torpedo, piloted by
Lieutenant Teseo Tesei, was to destroy the steel net barriers that hung below
the Sant’Elmo bridge and protected the entrance to the harbor. Once the
barrier was destroyed the E-Boats, which had been transported to the target
area aboard the Italian destroyer DIANA, would speed into the harbor and
attack the fleet. The other manned torpedo was assigned to attack nested
British submarines in an adjacent harbor. All of these attacks would be
proceeded by air raids designed to divert British attention.

At the scheduled time the manned torpedoes and E-Boa&s were launched .
from their respective platforms. Unfortunately for the Italians, the British radar
operators ;potted the unidentified launch craft and tracked éle E-Boats from
the beginning of their mission. The British alerted their four main batteries
guarding the harbor. At 0430 Tesei reached the net barrier and remained with
his torpedo while he detonated the warhead. A letter found after the operation
revealed that he committed suicide, in his words:

[to] attain the highest of ali honors ~ that of giving my life for my King

and my flag. This is the supreme desire of a soldier, the most sublime
joy he can experience...”?

3 William G. Schofield and P.J. Carisella, Emmgm_m_ﬂamn, (Boston:
Branden Publishing Company, 1987), 97.




The E-Boats began their assault oilly to be caught in British crossfire from the
defensive batteries. All nine E-Boats were destroyed. As the launch platforms
attempted to escape they were attacked by British air and destroyed. The
remaining manned torpedo had mechanical difficulties and the crew was later
captured. By the end of the Malta operation 15 Italians were killed 18 captured
and all the manned torpedoes, E-Boats and support platforms had been
destroyed.

The Malta operation was destined to fail from the beginning; the plan was
too complicated, intelligence was inadequate, the rehearsals were only partially
successful and the execution phase lacked surprise and spegd. Borghese, who
was not directly involved in the operation, identified these problems early in
the preparation phase. He commented that the combineci operation had
assumed "a new, more extended and complex aspect...the idea of employing...
weapons ;o different in nature [torpedoes and E-Boats]...ﬁas an extremely
hazardous one."¥ Additionally, the intelligence was "very sketchy..it was
incredible but true [the Italians] had no agent at Malta who could furnish...
intelligence."® The rehearsals for the mission, which were executed near
Malta over a seven day period, resulted in several damaged and sunken E-

Boats. Following these rehearsals Vittorio Moccagatta the commander of the

4 1bid,, 101, 102,

1 Ibid., Borghese, 98,




10th Light Flotilla wrote in his diary, "I was never a believer in bad luck but .
now I had 99 reasons out of a 100 for believing in it."® To make matters
worse; during the execution phase, the "diversionary" air raid had inadvertently
alerted the British which subsequently led to the detection of the approaching
E-Boats. Nevertheless, the Italians continued to aggressively pursue the British
and finally achieved their first success in Gibraltar on 21 September 1941,
Launching from the submarine SCIRE three manned torpedoes entered
Gibraltar and sank three vessels; the naval tanker DENBY DALE (15,893 tons),
the British motorship DURHAM (10,900 tons) and the British tanker FIONA
SHELL (2444 tons). The crews scuttled their torpedoes and diving rigs and
swam to Spain where they met Italian agents and were returned to La Spezia.
This success marked the culmination of intensive modifications to the manned .
torpedoes which now constituted "an absolutely efficient and trustworthy
weapon, c;pable of achieving the most brilliant success in war."? Three
months later the opportunity to achieve that "brilliant success" presented itself
at Alexandria. The men who volunteered for Alexandria did so with the
understanding that their success could change the balance of naval power in

the Mediterranean. Alexandria, however, was unlike Gibraltar., There was no

¥ Ibid,, 100,

¥ Ibid, 129. Statement of Lieutenant Berotzzi assigned to the Underwater
Weapons Board at La Spezia who was instrumental in designing and modifying the
manned torpedoes.
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place to find refuge and volunteering meant agreeing to a one-way trip with

the best resulis ending in imprisonment.

D. PRELIMINARY EVENTS

Since the beginning of the war the Italians had placed mnddeﬁble effort
into sinking the British F{eet at Alexandﬂa, Italian bémbem made routine runs
against the i:ort fadnfy, but with no success. The héavy British air defense and
the long flight time from Italy made this a dnngerodp and expensive
propbpiﬂon for the Italian Air Force, With the formation of the First Light
Fldtllla the. Navy tnok the leid in attempting to destroy the British Fleet,
however, after the diau&r with the IRIDE in August 1940 it was over a year
before a another mission was atiempted. The Italians literally went "back to
the drawing board" and modified tlie transport submarines and mnnnéd
torpedoes-to minimize thelr detectability and improve their range and
reliability.

In the fall of 1941 the Tenth Light Flotilla asked for volunteers for a "one
way mission."® A dozen men volunteered but those who were eventually
chosen included; Durand de la Penne and Bianchi, Captain Antonio Marceglia
and his diver Petty Officer Spartaco Schergat and Captain Vincenzo Martellotta
and his Petty Officer diver Mario Marino. There were also two spare crews in

the event one of the primary divers became ill or was injured in training. Most

1 Ibid., Schergat.
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of the men had been members of the Tenth for some time, but Spartaco
Schergat who was working at the Italian NavalhAeademy when he volunteered

had no previous combat experience or training with the torpedoes.”

Over the next several oo LRSS e VY - L
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months the mission was
planned out in detail
and the training of the
crews continued
unabated week after

week. Commander

Borghese was assigned
to lead the operation
and later remembered
how they approached
the planning and
training:

Figure 3-4. Italian *Pig" Manned Torpedo. (Royal
Submarine Museum)

¥ By the time the Alexandria operation began, Schergat had been part of the
reserve crew on one previous mission to Gibraltar, but the primary crews launched
as scheduled and Schergat never got the opportunity to participate.
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had to be thought out to the last detail; the whole of an extensive
organization had to be got ready; there were a thousand details to be
studied and put into practice: from the collection of hydrographic and
meteorological data to intelligence as to enemy vigilance; from the taking
of aerial photographs of the harbour, to the arrangement of safe and
extremely rapid channels of radio liaison with the submarine, so that the
latter could be informed, immediately before the operators were dropped
as to the number and disposition of units on the night of the operation;
from the determination of suitable ciphers to getting materials ready for
action; from composition of the series or operational orders to the training
of operators so as to bring them to the maximum of physical efficiency by
the pre-arranged day; from the study of navigation and the best routes of
approaches for the submarine and those for the forcing of the harbour by
the pilots, to research on new devices for causing the enemy maximum
damage should the occasion arise;.. nothing was to be left to chance, all
impulsiveness was to be held in check; on the contrary, everything was to
be coolly calculated and every technical and ingenious resource was to be
exploited to the fullest extent possible.®

. This kind of operation, if it were to have any decent chance of success,

While agents in Alexandria fed the Italian Navy information about the

‘ harbor patrols, reaction forces and net defenses; aerial ph;)tos showed the
physical layout of the port including the locations of piers, pilings, mooring

buoys, and gun emplacements. From this collection of intelllgence the Tenth

Light Flotilla was able to reconstruct the exact route and distances that would

be travelled by the manned torpedoes. Exercises were conducted in the La

Spezia operating area that duplicated the mission profile. Schergat recalled

later:

® Ibid,, Borghese, 135. (Emphasis added)
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We did some very specific training for the mission in Alexandria. One
day Commander Borghese ordered an exercise. We left the port and
traveled many miles in a profile that resembled Alexandria. We sailed to
La Spezia. [The manned torpedoes) entered port and attacked the ship at
anchor. At the time we didn’t know the reason for that particular training
~ Borghese told us about that later.*!

As the training continued and the intelligence picture became clear a plan
was finalized and forwarded to the Supermarina in Rome. The SCIRE carrying
three manned torpedoes would leave La Spezia and sail to the island of Leros,
The five crews and technicians would be flown to Leros and link up with the
submarine. This allowed the crews some additional time to plan and conduct
physical training. The SCIRE would depart Leros and sail directly to
Alexandria arriving at a point approximately 1000 meters from the northern
battery. The Italian Air Force would conduct a diversionary bombing raid both
the night before and the night of the mission. Once on station the SCIRE
would receive final intelligence on the position of the British ships in port.
This information would be passed to the torpedo crews just prior to launch.
Upon launch the three manned torpedoes would proceed to their assigned
targets, place their ordnance, scuttle their torpedoes and diving equipment and
swim to shore. Once ashore the crews would attempt to find a small boat and

sail ten miles out to sea to rendezvous with the submarine ZAFFRO. This

escape and evasion plan was quite weak and Bianchi later said, "We knew that

2 Ibid., Schergat.
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even in the best case there was no chance to avoid capture. There was an
‘ escape plan, but it was just for psychological comfort."?
The Supermarina approved the plan and after two more months of
mission specific training the manned torpedo crews of the Tenth Light Flotilla
were prepared to attack Alexandria Harbor. De la Penne and his men were
anxious to begin the operation. He later recalled:
We knew it was to be a dangerous mission because this was the third
attempt for a submarine to go into Alexandria. But, we felt, the third time
never fails.®

E. THE ATTACK ON ALEXANDRIA |

On 3 December 1941, the SCIKE departed La Spezia on a "routine” patrol;

her oblong chambers were empty. Soon after leaving port the sun set and the
‘ SCIRE came to all stop approximately three miles out from the hatbor. A small
vessel came along side and transferred three manned torpedoes, hull numbers
221, 222, and 223. The torpedoes had just been refurbished at San Bartolomeo
and were in excellent condition. The torpedo crews eased the submersibles
into their chambers and gave them one final inspection. That evening after all
the equipment was checked and double checked the torpedo crews left the
SCIRE and returned to port aboard the small vessel which had brought them

2 Ibid., Bianchi.

¥ Luigi Durand de la Penne, tapped interviewed by P, J. Carisella, in Frogman’s
First Battles (Boston: Branden Publishing Company, 1987), April 1978, 179.
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out. They would rendezvous with the submarine in six days on the island of
Leros.

The SCIRE began the initial leg of her transit by hugging the coast line
to avoid the Italian minefields and then proceeded around Sicily and into the
open sea. As scheduled, six days later, after oniy a single enemy encounter,
SCIRE reached Leros and entered Port Lago. Although Lago was under Axis
control, Borghese took every precaution to maintain secrecy. A cover story was
circulated implying that the SCIRE was a submarine from another command
damaged while on patrol and in need of repair. Huge tarpaulins were placed
over the transport chambers ostensibly to protect ship repa"ir personnel from
the weather. Additionally, "technicians” arrived from La Spezia to help with
repairs. These were, in fact, engineers from La Spezia who con'iducted the final
inspection on the torpedoes.

On 16 December, the five crews left Italy. They had been on pre-mission
leave and Bianchi recalled later, "When we left Italy my thoughts at first went
to my family, but then those thoughts vanished, because we had many things
to do."* They arrived at Port Lago and were placed aboard the transport
vessel ASMARA. De la Penne and his men spent tie next three days making
final preparations and reviewing the intelligence that came in daily from agents

in Alexandria and from Italian aerial reconnaissance. The Commander of the

% Ibid., Biunchi.




Tenth Light Flotilla, Commander Ernesto Forza, had been sent to Athens to
coordinate intelligence, overhead photography, provide weather reports and
maintain radio contact with the SCIRE throughout the operation. On the 13th
Admiral Biancheri, Commander-in-Chief of the Agean Naval Sector arrived in
Leros and wanted Borghese to conduct one final rehearsal prior to getting
underway for Alexandria: Borghese refused, citing his orders which gave him
full authority to conduct the operation as he saw fit The Admiral was
"disappointed," and chastised Borghese for not wanting to train until the last
possible minute.

On 14 December, the SCIRE departed Leros and prgceeded on course
towards Alexandria. Borghese, zemembering the plight of the IRIDE and
GONDAR remained submerged almost the entire transit, ﬁrfadng only at
night in order to recharge batteries. The final aerlal reconnaissance flight was
conducted on the 18th and the intelligence was forwarded via coded message
to Borghese. The SCIRE had stayed in constant contact with Forsa who was in
Rome and then Athens, coordinating aerial overflights and providing updated
intelligence. Schergat remembered, "Commander Forsa radioed us before
entering port [at Alexandria]. He told us how many ships were in port and

which ones we were supposed to attack."”® The message also congratulated

% Ibid,, Schergat.
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Petty Officer Bianchi, who was a new father! Everyone agreed that this was a
good sign.

Later that evening as the SCIRE approached the designated manned
torpedo launch point Borghese ordered "all quiet” and brought the submarine
to 60 feet. At this depth he would hopefully avoid the moored minefields. At
1840 the SCIRE arrived at its launch point, approximately 1.3 miles by 356
degrees from the Ras el Tin Lighthouse on the northern end of the harbor.
Borghese surfaced to "outcrop level" (transport chambers submerged) came out
of the conning tower and surveyed his surroundings. Borghese reported:

The weather was perfect: it was pitch-dark; the sea very smooth and the
sky unclouded. Alexandria was right ahead of me, 'very close. 1
identified some of its characteristic buildings and determined my
position; to my great satisfaction I found that we were within a meter of
the pre-arranged point.”

Navigating from Leros was no easy feat. The SCIRE had travelled over
1700 mileshmugh enemy patrolled waters; she had encountered a severe storm
on the 16th that forced her to stay submerged well beyond the normal limits
of the crew; and with constant enemy air and sea patrols the navigator had few

opportunities to get a day ime fix, But through all this, including the final 16

% Most reports indicate that the Scire had planned to come to "outcrop” level. In
the interview with Schergat, however, he implied that Borghese had to vring the
conning tower above the surface because the hatch, which was normally used by the
divers tu reach the manned torpedoes, was broken and consequently Borghese no
choice but to partially surface,

¥ Ibid., Borghese, 144.
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. hours completely submerged, Borghese brought the submarine to within one

meter of the launch point.
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Figure 3-5. Routes of the Thm Manned Torpedoes. Petrolierais the Tanker
Sagona.




At approximately 2100, the reserve crews went on deck (which was fully
submerged). Equipped in full dive gear, it was their task to open the cylinder
doors. This was a physically exhausting job and would have reduced the
efficiency of the operational crews had they been required to undertake this
endeavor. Once the chamber doors were open the operational crews, who were
fully suited up, arrived to take command of their torpedoes. One by one the
manned torpedoes eased away from the SCIRE and headed slowly toward the
entrance of the harbor. The launch went exceedingly smooth, Bianchi recalled,
"I felt a sense of satisfaction, because everything was going so well. It seemed
like an exercise."” Borghese monitored their departure on the submarines
hydrophones and when he concluded they were safely on their way, he
submerged. |

An interesting side note. During the launch process one of the reserve
crewmen k-(also the diving medical officer) drowned when he overexerted
himself opening the chamber doors. This was not noticed for several minutes
and when the doctor was brought aboard there was no sign of life. Borghese
injected a phial of stimulant into the doctors chest and then began artificial
respiration. At the same time he issued orders for the SCIRE to depart the
immediate vicinity on a reciprocal course. Unfortunately, the doctor had left

the chamber door ajar and the submarine was taking on water making it

2 Ibid,, Bianchi.
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difficult to maintain trim. As soon as the submarines was out of range of the
lighthouse, Borghese surfaced and closed the chamber door. Miraculously,
after three and a half hours the doctor began to breath again. By the ime the
SCIRE arrived back in Leros the doctor was out of medical danger. Scveral
days later the SCIRE returned to La Spezia after covering 3500 miles in 27 days.
The three manned torpedoes departed the submarine and proceeded
together on the surface toward the anti-submarine gate at the southend of the
harber. They had travelled approximately two iniles svhen De la Penne ordered
the torpedoes to stop. Barely 500 yards from the Ras el Tin Lighthouse, the
frogmen decided to take a break. The men broke out theiy ratiuns and De la
Penne passed out small bottles of cognac. "Things [had] i:een going to easy,"
he later reported so he decdded to "relax a bit before going in'®  After
finishing the meal they continued on to the harbors entrance. An
antisubmi;'lne net was strung across the gap and could only be opened by
operators on the quaywall.
The divers trimmed the torpedoes so that only their heads were exposed
above the surface. As they approached the entrance De 1z Penne reported:
We saw some people at the end of the pier and heard them talking; one
of them was walking about with a lighted oil-lamp. We also saw a large

motorboat cruising in silence off the pier and dropping depth charges.
These charges were a nuisance to us.®

¥ Ibid.,, Carisella, 127.
® Ibid, 1 Mezzi D’Assalto, 118,
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Although the divers were prepared to cut the nets or if necessary attempt to .
"climb" over them this was a risky proposition in light of the guards patrolling
th; quaywall. As good fortune would have it the gate opered up to allow three
British destroyers to proceed through. Schergat remembered the incident well:

We noticed the entrance lights were on, but we couldn’t see the des